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Abstract

This thesis is a study of the understandings of technology in the lives of community
workers in Neighbourhood Houses, a type of small community-based organisation.
Through the examination of structuration theory and various theories of technology,
it demonstrates the significance of particular normative frameworks to workers in
forming attitudes about how common personal computer technologies and the
Internet are utilised. Interviews were analysed via a Grounded Theory methodology
to generate new conceptual frameworks.

The thesis also studies the transmission of personal and institutional values and
frameworks across time and space as a means of understanding the significance
of such cultures in the life of local communities, particularly when the focus of
activity is closely linked to women’s home-based responsibilities.

Information and communication technologies (ICTs) in community settings can be
reconceived as an agent embedded in complex sets of support, teaching,
community development and home-based relationships. This basket of processes
and skills can be conceived of as ‘technologies of care’. While the artifactual
technologies and their genres such as email that were investigated for this study
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 and the home. The human
dimension is invariably raised as a key factor in the use of ICTs. ICTs are only one
(but important) element in the networked process which brings about better lives
for people.

ICTs are therefore regarded as useful tools with an attractive agency, for the
pragmatic communication possibilities they offer, rather than a discomforting
adjunct to work or home life. ICTs by and large have been ‘domesticated’ by
women uses, nor are ICTs to be conceived of as controlling human agency. The
spectre of domination by Foucault’s capillaries of panoptical power is not has not
been achieved. Such a socially-networked or embedded, yet relatively autonomous
communicative artifact can be distinguished from the administrative use of
technology that is also an adjunct to more formal systems of governance. By and
large, if technology is trusted and reliable, then it can be incorporated into everyday
life. While ICTs, particularly in relationship to administrative responsibilities can
appear to have strong agency, this is a controllable, and is rationalised as an
essential, and ordinary, part of the process of work activity. This explains the
interviewees’ lack of apparent concern about power imbalances in technologically-
constructed relationships at home or work.



It is important to recognise such localised and situated understandings if there is to
be stronger theoretical and productive policy response to the effective use of ICTs
by community-based agencies as they increasingly use ICTs for work with clients,
internal management, and communication with other agencies, businesses, and
government.

Vi
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Part I: Research Review and Methodology

This part of the thesis provides a justification for the study of ICTs in small community
organisations and in particular, the study of Neighbourhood Houses. It provides a review
of current policy and research about the role of community organisations in community
and social development, as well as their adoption of ICTs. The Grounded Research
methodology is discussed and its relationship to the Monash Information Continuum. The
characteristics of community-based organisations are reviewed, and various perspectives
from the field of community development and welfare are discussed, in order to
contextualise a broader understanding of the concept of technology in the community
setting. In particular, technology is to be understood as a process which incorporates
knowledgeable human practices and skills in conjunction with artifacts (such as ICTSs).
Structuration theory as developed by Anthony Giddens and modified by a number of other
scholars is reviewed, in order to present a means to analyse and present the process of
organisational reproduction in community-based organisations across time and space, as
reflective of the ongoing agency of humans and artifacts in the era of electronic
communication. The problem of order in sociological thinking is also reviewed in order to
develop a more sensitised approach to understanding human agency and interactions with
technology. All this is used to present a view of community-based agency in which ICTs can
be considered to be a part of a whole cycle of reproductive activity in Neighbourhood

Houses, summarised as ‘technologies of care’.



1 Introduction

Communities and technical life

How do people in small community-based organisations (CBOs) use the Internet* and
common PC-based technologies such as those used for word processing and spreadsheets
or other technology such as mobile phones? How do they understand the place of such
technology in work and other aspects of their lives? Why is it important to know these
things? This thesis looks at workers in Neighbourhood Houses, a type of community-based

organisation, to solve some of these questions®.

Community-based organisations are just that: organisations based in, and serving their
communities, and thus, at the micro-level of individuals, families, networks, and
communities, they contribute to basic social fabric and infrastructure. Many of these
organisations work entirely from a voluntary base or a mix of paid and non-paid labour to
delivery a range of social and informal educational support programs and are an essential
part of the support network in many communities. They provide a linkage between both the
private and public spheres of life (see also p. 71). Governments see them as a means to
connect locally as instruments of social policy, including activities involving the Internet
(Meredyth, Ewing et al. 2004).

At a macro-level, community-based organisations can be considered to be part of the matrix
of non-government and non-business organisations that make up what is increasingly called
‘civil society’. Civil society is seen to be characterised by ‘shared democratic values and
resources’ which intersect with, but are distinct from business and government interests
(Australian Roundtable on the Civil Society 2005: 15). The relevance of ICTs to the

development of civil society is of interest at the highest levels of international policy—the

! For the sake of consistency Internet (upper-case | ) is used, even though increasingly, lower-case internet is
used. Historically, the Internet is the network of computers linked by TCP/IP protocols and networks, which
allows the graphical interface World Wide Web (WWW) and other applications such as email to work. A
lower-case internet is in technical terms, any two connected computers.

2 Monash University Standing Committee on Ethics in Research Involving Humans Ethics Approval
2004/174 and 2004/638.



United Nation’s World Summit for an Information Society, for which a number of
Australian civil society contributions have been developed by the Centre for Community
Networking Research, based upon national ‘Roundtable’ consultation processes.
Community-based organisations, at least in Australia, are showing strong patterns of uptake
of Internet technology, in common with many other small businesses, though cost and lack
of access to broadband inhibits the uptake of fast connections (Centre for Community
Networking Research 2003; Australian Bureau of Statistics 2006).

However, while statistics paint a broad picture of uptake and patterns of use, what
technology means and contributes to the life of a community though its organisations is not
well-documented in research literature. Indeed, the meaning of ‘community”’ is one the
most difficult questions in sociology, reflecting the difficulty of defining and understanding
the relationship between the private and public spheres of life, such as those found between
individuals, their families, extended social networks, and the local physical community, as
well as broader community and societal connections and relationships, the stuff of long-
standing debates over Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft (Tonnies 1970). The difficulty of
agreeing just what constitutes a community impacts upon any study of human action,

including the study of deeply embedded technology in communities.

Traditionally, community has referred to some form of formal or informal association
between people in discrete geographic areas such as neighbourhoods, villages and towns,
even though the social transformation brought about by industrialisation and new forms of
communication in industrialised countries over the past century or more has been
extraordinary (Warren 1972; Abercrombie, Turner et al. 2000: 65 ). Furthermore,
community-based organisations, such as Neighbourhood Houses, the focus of this study,
are located in geographic communities and their staff and participants work at improving
the lives of people in their communities. Yet increasingly, the concept of community has
taken on a virtual tone because of the impact of Information and Communication
Technologies (ICTs), and the potential they offer for communication and action in new
ways in the context of larger, institutional, and extended relationships. Local community, in

the interests of efficiency, at least notionally, can be ‘skipped’, in preference for other



forms of interactivity and social connection. The accuracy of that assertion needs both
empirical study and theoretical development.

Stoecker suggests that one useful definition of the concept of ‘community’ is that
community is self-defining: it can be ‘the people with the problem” (Stoecker 2005b: 45-
46). If we accept that organisations such as Neighbourhood House are dealing with a
problem—the building of community strength and capacity— then this study has emerged
out of a concern about how common technologies such as PCs and the Internet are used in
community-based organisations to help those organisations with their localised “problems’,
such as supporting clients with accessing information, education, or community

development.

However, how to even study a local (and virtual) ‘community’—primarily through the
window of the knowledge held by its people and institutions—has long been a controversial
issue in sociology, ‘because there is no way to disentangle the research method from the
investigator himself (sic)’ (Vidich, Bensman et al. 1970: 345). The classic participant
observation studies of communities in their natural setting such as Middletown or Street
Corner Society relied upon the skills of the researcher as research instrument, in contrast to
the positivist development in social science which put an emphasis upon quantitative
methodologies, administered at a remove from community engagement and participation
(Lynd and Lynd 1956; Whyte 1966). More recently, the use of Grounded Theory in the
study of a new housing estate in a growth corridor of Melbourne—a region with many
similar characteristics to those described in my interviews—has demonstrated the potential
for using people’s own words to generate important new understandings of everyday life
(Richards 1990). Thus, even while a quantitative study can statistically demonstrate
evidence about a particular issue, the human quality of what it is to be alive, the rich picture
that emerges in engaged research, can be entirely lacking. Social research with an
ethnographic edge has a touch of typifying fiction® tempered by the historian’s attachment
to facts.

% See the remarks on Dickens, p. 233.



In the spirit of engaged research, a Grounded Theory approach has been used to bring forth
something of the richness of the knowledge held by community workers to researchers in
the field of technology. In addition, an adaptation of structuration theory as developed by
Anthony Giddens has been used to bring to bring community understandings of ICTs into a
broader theoretical framework. The great challenge has been to bring this method into a
theoretically equivalent dialogue with discourse about both the meaning and purpose of

Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) in local communities.

A more complete understanding of what has been called the ‘user’ (and associated ‘user
needs’) as a ‘social actor’, influenced by, and participant in complex social structures is a
recognised desideratum in Information Science (Lamb and Kling 2003). ICT research has
had a generally ‘thin’ capacity to incorporate the effects of human agency and autonomy
and social complexity, including the effects of disadvantage, gender, and very different
values on people’s capacities to work with technology. Salvador and Sherry, on the basis of
their ethnographic work for Intel Corporation, speak of the need:

To attend to the details and to attempt to enliven the lived experience in such a way that it can be
“felt” by engineers who are inventing and designing technologies; and it is increasingly important
as employees are further removed from the locales for which they may be designing. The vast
majority of engineers, marketers and management in multinational corporations simply do not
have an intuitive understanding of these locales. They are far from each other — in physical,
social, cultural, symbolic and emotional distance. If there must be a “digital divide”, it might
make more sense and be far more useful for everyone if we were to redefine the divide as a lack
of corporate intuition, understanding and empathy for the majority of the planet, than a

characterization of haves and have-nots. (Salvador and Sherry 2004: 83)

Of course, it is not just a matter of enlivening the experience of reality for engineers, but for
managers, decision-makers and the workers themselves, about what technology is and does
in everyday working life. This study is consequently intended to provide insight in at least

one case, via the exploration of the ‘lived experience’ community workers.

The thesis also contains in Appendix B, the text of a paper written with Barbara Craig of
Victoria University, Wellington NZ. This paper is the outcome of a field trip to New
Zealand in early 2006, funded as part of the PhD research. | had intended to conduct a



series of comparative interviews with community workers with the intention of seeing if the
frameworks | had been developing in Australia were comparable to New Zealand. In fact,
the trip raised a series of different and provocative issues about a very different
understanding of the world—an ontology—that exists for some New Zealanders, and how
this affects, in turn, their interpretation of technology. While elements of structuration
theory underlie the paper, it focuses more on outlining practical and theoretical challenges
for Community Informatics and Information Systems in engaging with cultural and social

diversity.

Background

The background to this thesis lies in many years of personal engagement with community-
based organisations, including their encounter with the Internet and the opportunities and
constraints that it offers, particularly during periods of employment in the previous decade
in research and community development positions at the Victorian Association of
Community Information Centres (Citizens Advice Bureaux) and at VICNET, the
community Internet provider, at the State Library of Victoria. Excitement over the
possibilities for community technology synergies also bubbled over at community

networking conferences, in which | played a key role, held between 1997 and 2002.

Over the years, | assumed that it was just a simple matter of influencing people and their
organisations, to go down the ‘correct’ technological path as part of their community and
social development activity. However, technological enthusiasts (including myself at
times), seemed to be far ahead of the capacity of community workers and volunteers to take
advantage of what seemed to be the ‘obvious’. | failed to acknowledge the salience and
complexity of personal beliefs and skills, as well as organisational culture and politics, and

how that reacted to what appeared to be logical and simple technological solutions.

The opportunity arose, through working at the Centre for Community Networking
Research, Monash University, to more fully engage in researching the nature of
community-based organisations’ interactions with technology. While the study could have
taken a broader approach and sampled a more diverse range of community-based

organisations, through professional connections | was able to relatively easily set in place



connections with a particular type and network of community and neighbourhood
organisation, Neighbourhood Houses. This provided the opportunity for working with a
known quantity and using that as the basis for an in-depth study. | knew that many of their
workers were deeply involved with Information and Communication Technology from a
work and community education perspective, and this of itself appeared worthy of study.
The study also appeared worthy because Neighbourhood Houses were also the subject of
government aspirations and investment in public Information and Communication
Technologies, and they were thus also interesting from a public policy perspective. A test
case for such focussed work came during the literature review stage of this thesis, with a
small scale research project known as Empowerment for the West, conducted with Randy
Stoecker of the University of Wisconsin (see p. 30). The study involved an assessment of
immediate technology needs of Neighbourhood Houses in the western suburbs of
Melbourne. The report, while still unpublished, has been circulated and has been influential
at a policy level, and in addition, has been used by Neighbourhood Houses in various
advocacy and funding submissions. The report established some very useful
recommendations about infrastructure support, based upon a small-scale survey and focus

group work with Neighbourhood House coordinators. The recommendations included:

e The need for professional development programs and training in computer
troubleshooting.

e The need for jargon-free, accessible and timely IT support in person or by phone,
possibly through resource pooling by Neighbourhood Houses.

e Neighbourhood Houses need access to a variety of resource directories. This includes

directories of local resources, city-wide resources, and even client resources.

e A reassessment of web-based presences. Few Neighbourhood Houses have the time and
resources to maintain their own web sites, and indeed, the need for websites for all is

questionable.



e Neighbourhood Houses are concerned about the ‘downloading’ of communication costs
from government and other funders. Houses needed to be appropriately resourced, or

other forms of communication made available.
e Communication channels with different levels of government need to be improved.

Such desiderata are probably familiar to many who work with community-based
organisations, particularly because skills and resources are always at a premium. It appears,

at first glance, that a solution to such infrastructure needs would solve the ‘problem’.

However, the recommendations also hinted at a number of themes raised by the thesis,
though this was not apparent to me at the time. Our interviews with the Neighbourhood
House coordinators did indicate a frustration with the lack of understanding by outsiders,
particularly funders and policy makers in government about what Neighbourhood Houses
actually do and what their work means. The research conducted for this thesis explored this
issue in much more depth, taking the point of view of community workers as active,

skilled, and very knowledgeable people.

Thus, what community workers—and particularly women workers— ‘actually do’, in
relatively small organisations, at least from the perspective of how they view and use ICTs,

is closely explored in this thesis.

Research aims

This thesis seeks to develop some theories about the nature of community-technology
interaction, based upon a study of community development, education, and associated
workers in group of community-based organisations in small-scale settings in Victoria,
Australia. It seeks also to critique the existing literature in both the community and
technology fields, and to identify the strengths and weaknesses in that literature. Considine
notes that serious academic study of community organisations is lacking, to the point of not
taking it seriously, despite its significant role in the economy as a form of government-at-
arms-length in the delivery of social, educational, and other support services (Considine

2003). The research herein is a contribution to studying the sector seriously.



In government, there is a concern about the problematic nature of the adoption of
technology in some community organisations. Thus, one recent Australian study speaks of
the need for a “supportive organisational culture, complemented by an understanding of the
organisation’s business needs as well as those of major stakeholders’, based upon case-
study research (Department of Communications Information Technology and the Arts
2005a). Another study of ICTs and the third sector (the larger non-profit and independent
services sector, of which community-based organisation are part), also observes how little
grounded empirical evidence there is about the impact of ICTs on third sector organisations
in Australia, despite their importance for improvements to service delivery, overall
organisation performance, capacity building, and citizen participation and engagement
(Stewart-Weeks and Barraket 2002). Furthermore, while still in its early stages, the
Commonwealth Government has engaged a number of organisations, including the Centre
for Community Networking Research, where | work, to develop a feasibility study for a
National Nonprofit Technology Council, reflecting the recognition of the need for better

advice about ICTs and community-based organisations (Australian Government 2005).

Given the importance of community-based organisations as instruments of social policy
and community development in Australia and many other countries, key questions which

underlie this thesis include:

1. What is the place of technology in facilitating information and knowledge flows at
the most local level, in community-based organisations, as extensions (through
funding and policy) of government social policy?

2. How do people on the ground themselves understand those technological
relationships?

3. What bodies of theory can help us to better understand the process of ‘governance’
as it affects people and technology artifacts, as an ‘instrumental ensemble’ of
processes and behaviours embedded in particular organisational environments?

4. What new theories and processes can help to inform CBOs, government, and other

theorists of community and technology?



Significance of the study

The answers found here provide new insights into the understanding and use of common
technologies by people not employed in commercial business or government, but rather,
CBOs and in particular, small, locally-managed organisations. Many CBOs are ‘inhabited’
by paid staff engaged in community or social work, who are intimately connected to their
own communities as they move between work and the private sphere. Many workers in
community-based organisations are also unpaid volunteers, though this study focussed on
paid workers, in particular, the mostly female coordinators of Neighbourhood Houses.

A focus upon material solutions (training, hardware, help desks), ignores the nature of the
particular and significantly personal relationships and presences that constitute the
particular culture of Neighbourhood Houses in their interaction with workers and with the
communities that they serve. While the workers may not see themselves as primarily
having to do much with ICTs, an increasing part of their work and home life is engaged by
interactions with computers. However, because ICTs are not primary in their work, other
activities are their focus, but they interact with ICTs. The nature of this activity—initially
characterised by Webb as governing ‘technologies of care’, but modified in this thesis (see
p. 87)—nhas not been outlined in detail before, at least in the Australian setting. Certainly,
the decentring of ICTs as the focus of work activity, in contrast to the centrality of such
technology assumed in much Information Systems research (Lamb and Kling 2003: 200),
should not be seen as negative, but rather, an empirical and theoretical correction and re-
orientation that can be productively investigated.

The findings of the thesis are of particular importance in several distinct ways.

First, the method by which they were obtained (Grounded Theory) has been fruitfully
adopted for obtaining rich data from community workers. Because the findings are based
upon community workers” own knowledge, the findings in the thesis are therefore also of
interest to policy makers and others who work with similar CBOs in supporting their
community development, teaching, and social activities. The findings are also directly
relevant to workers in Neighbourhood Houses and similar organisations who wish to gain

practical insight into both how to research the views of people in community organisations,
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as well as the place of technology in their working lives, in their communities, and in their

families.

Second, the qualitative empirical data, while it cannot be used as a quantitative or
predictive tool, could also be considered as a guide for the development of new research,
practical studies and conceptual frameworks for working on socio-technical projects with

community-based organisations.

Third, while of less interest to students of organisation, for researchers in information
theory and related disciplines, the Grounded Theory model has also been compared to
others” models of qualitative research and integrated into what is known as the Monash
Information Continuum, an analytic and teaching tool used in studying information

processes.

Fourth, the thesis has adapted the structuration theory of Anthony Giddens and others to the
study of technology in organisations, and in particular, ICTs in small organisations.
Previously, research of this sort has focussed upon large, corporate bodies, to the neglect of
an important sector that is a cross over between business and community. The theory used
and adapted has been integrated with other theories of technology and organisation. Thus,
the establishment of a theoretical and conceptual base around ‘technologies of care’ allows
for the integration of much more fine-grained and responsive understandings of human
activity in particular settings. The research initiates a vocabulary and paradigm that can set
in place a more effective dialogue between government departments concerned with social

care and community development, and those with a much more ‘technical’ interest.

These findings are consequently of interest at not just a local or micro-level, but at a
broader level of policy, particularly where policy intersects with front-line or smaller
neighbourhood service agencies such as Neighbourhood Houses. Thus, in
recommendations made by the Centre for Community Networking Research for a draft
national information strategy in Australia, shortcomings in policy and research were
highlighted, including the dangers of ‘one size fits all’ programs, as well as a much better

understanding of the ‘people’ side of ICT by government (Australian Roundtable on the
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Civil Society 2005: 18-21). The thesis thus provides insight about at least one type of small
CBO.

In addition, in July 2006 the Outer Suburban/Interfaces Services and Development
Committee of the Victorian State Parliament tabled its report into Building New
Communities. The research for this thesis as well as prior research with Randy Stoecker
helped inform my testimony which was quoted in the report, which also included a specific
chapter on the importance of Neighbourhood Houses. The report emphasised the
importance of Neighbourhood Houses from the point of view of community-building, as
well as the importance of ICTs to Neighbourhood House activity. Specific
recommendations were made by the bi-partisan committee for increased ICT support,
including broadband to Neighbourhood Houses (Outer Suburban/Interface Services and

Development Committee 2006).

Finally, some remarks about community understandings of ICTs in New Zealand are found
in Appendix B, constituting an attempt, with Barbara Craig, to sensitise researchers and
practitioners in Community Informatics and Information Systems to different theoretical

and practical frameworks in culturally diverse societies.

In summary, the findings here are consequently somewhat different to, and add to, what is
known in from empirical and theoretical research literature about technology in more

conventional organisational settings. The study thus adds to the body of knowledge about
the effects of technology in society, by providing additional concepts and theories that can
be tested and subsequently refined at a micro level, as well as used for macro-level policy

development.

Setting of the study

The Western suburbs cover about one-third of the metropolitan area of Melbourne, in the
State of Victoria, Australia. The region includes six local government areas with a regional
population of 650,000, spread across 1,330 square kilometres, approximately the same size
as the more densely populated region of metropolitan London, UK. The region is more

disadvantaged than the rest of Melbourne, and includes traditional working class suburbs,
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pockets of entrenched poverty, and an old industrial heartland. The Western region is at the
high end of every statistical index of social disadvantage (unemployment, failure to
complete school, and poverty). The region is served by about 30 Neighbourhood Houses
affiliated with the Association of Neighbourhood Houses and Learning Centres (ANHLC),
the focus of this PhD*. The number of Neighbourhood Houses in the region is also
comparatively fewer than in other parts of Melbourne, reflecting the lack of availability of
volunteers (anecdotally, middle-class women), and historically, the lack of involvement by

conservative local governments in supporting ‘welfare’.

Overall, the region is less densely settled than other parts of Melbourne. Historically, this
has affected public transport infrastructure, a vital link between communities. There are
fewer train, tram, or bus lines than the rest of Melbourne and people are very dependent on
private transport. Where public transport connections exist, time-tabling and routing is
minimal, reinforcing spatial isolation for those without private transport and dependency on
local connections and support networks. This gap particularly affects new and dispersed
housing estates. The sight of ‘young mums’ pushing prams on the shoulders of major roads
is not uncommon. More recently, pockets of middle-class affluence have developed, in both
older gentrified inner suburbs, and in particular designated growth corridors. The region
also includes market gardens, and on its fringes, is rural in character. The cities of
Brimbank and Maribyrnong have large numbers of recent immigrants from Asia and
Africa, as well as older European-communities, and Melton, a designated growth area on
the metropolitan outskirts, is the fastest growing city in the state of Victoria (Department of
Human Services (Victoria) 2002). Notwithstanding pockets of disadvantage, it was
emphasised to me by a number of interviewees during follow-up discussions that there is
strong community spirit and social capital in the region, evidenced through such things as

Neighbourhood Houses, despite the lack of material resources.

The following table lists houses affiliated with ANHLC in the region by municipality.
More detailed information is on page 33, where further information about interviews and

Neighbourhood Houses is provided.

* The number is an estimate from ANHLC, due to the opening of new centres and the lack of affiliation of
some centres.
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Table 1. Affiliated Neighbourhood Houses in the Western Region of Melbourne®

Municipality Number of | Names of Houses
Houses
Brimbank 8 Community West - Formerly Brimbank Community Centre

Copperfields Family Centre

Duke Street Community House
Hunt Club Community Arts Centre
St Albans Community Youth Club
Sydenham Community Centre
West Sunshine Community Centre
Westvale Community Centre

City of 8 Altona Green Neighbourhood House

Altona Meadows Community Centre

Laverton Community Centre

Outlets Community Centre

Seabrook Community Centre

South Kingsville Community Centre

Spotswood Neighbourhood House
Williamstown Community and Education Centre

Hobsons Bay

Maribyrnong 5 Angliss Neighbourhood House
Braybrook Community Centre
Maribyrnong Community Centre

West Footscray Neighbourhood House
Yarraville Community Centre

Melbourne 3 North & West Neighbourhood Centre
Carlton Contact Neighbourhood House
Chinese and Vietnamese Neighbourhood Centre

Moonee Valley 3 Flemington Neighbourhood House Inc
Kensington Neighbourhood House
Wingate Avenue Community Centre

Wyndham 4 Heathdale Community Centre

Qantin Binnah Community Care Centre
Werribee Community Centre
Wyndhamvale Community Centre)

What does a typical Neighbourhood House do? In order to get a picture of ‘typical’
Neighbourhood House activity, | have drawn upon a number of Neighbourhood House
newsletters to describe their activities. Such newsletters are widely distributed to their

neighbourhoods, and alert residents of what is available. Class schedules are advertised

® The service region used for the study followed the Western geographic division of the Department of
Human Services. The list is sourced from http://www.networkwest.net/directory_bylga.htm (29 June, 2005),
though this region has been combined with the Northern Region. However, these administrative changes do
not affect the substance of the research.
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according to the term dates of the school year, and include a range of different sewing,
knitting and dressmaking classes and social and educational activity for different immigrant
women such as recent African arrivals or a Spanish-speaking parents group. Occasional
childcare is also provided. English language classes are advertised, as well as health and
personal development classes for new mums, Tae Kwan Do, Basic Literacy (including
Internet training and access), a full range of introductory, mid-level and advanced classes
in Microsoft and other application such as photo-editing, or a computer club based at a
particular centre. Some classes are particularly directed at ‘Over 50s’, people who may
have low literacy including computer literacy skills. Once centre advertises a class called
‘Finding the Job You Want’. Such classes, while providing direct skills, also provide social
interaction and confidence-building for men and women. A community garden in one
centre is used to get people to work outdoors and cooperatively socialise. After-school
groups for kids are also advertised, as well as social programs for young people such as
bowling, beach volley ball, internet cafes. Many classes are run by community volunteers,
but some centres have programs with paid stuff (such as Adult literacy). The newsletters
also contain ads from local councils, members of parliament and local small business. In
one municipality, nearly 100 diverse classes in formal and informal learning are run
through the eight community houses. In a small community house, only a dozen people
might pass through in a particular day, but in large ones, hosting community groups,

hundreds of people can use the facilities.

Additionally, the following extract from the Coordinator’s Report for the Wingate
Community Centre Annual Report 2002-2003 gives a not untypical word-picture of the

local attachment to people and place-based activity:

Let me take you on a walk through out community centre...

The entrance welcomes you with a shimmering mosaic design created by Amanda Neville and
students. The design incorporates an image of the globe reflecting the great mix of people who

attend our centre from all over the world.

Here is the reception area, where everything from course enrolments to appointments with social

workers and tax help advice are made. The reception is staffed by volunteers and paid workers.
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Our staff take on the complex role of dealing with enquiries and enrolments, and greet all who

enter the building.

To the left the Over 50s Op Shop sell their wares and donate funds back to the centre.

The reception area offers two internet access points which are available to the public five days a
week. A beautiful blue and purple ‘Housing Week Wheel’ was created by artist Frazer Wood

and children living on the estate, as part of housing week 2003.

A little further down the corridor is our lovely Childcare room where the cries of babies are
clamed, where our staff are always heard shouting a cheery welcome to their young charges.
This is the place where anxious first-time parents drop off their children, their concerns
diminishing as weeks go by. Students and families from around the area use the childcare are to

learn new skills or just to have a break from the routine of child-rearing...

Down the corridor and past the small kitchen are the offices of the Consumer and Tenancy
Advice Service, the Settlement Support Worker, the Essendon Community Legal Centre, the
Ascot Vale Church of Christ, and Tax Help Volunteers. Their services contribute to making the

Centre a diverse and rich place.

This continues for two more pages, and reports from many other centres tell similar stories

of care.

Limitations and delimitations of the study

The sample is biased towards the views of women workers in Neighbourhood
Houses, in part through the process of self-selection and availability for interviews,
and partly because of the dominance of women in Neighbourhood House coordinator
positions (at least in the Western Region of Melbourne). Anecdotally, it appears that
the majority of Neighbourhood House coordinators are part to full-time women
workers, and those interviewed appear to come from fairly traditional family
arrangements which may affect their views about the family-working life mix. Of
course, it is possible to argue that a ‘gender neutral’ or male-only approach (if that is
at all possible), or one which looked to women in non-traditional family structures

might generate very different constructions of social-technical relationships.

If the reader or researcher is seeking empirical confirmation about the characteristics

of Neighbourhood House work in general through the interviews themselves, s/he
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will not find satisfaction, because the focus is upon theory and concept generation as

part of the Grounded Theory process.

As qualitative research, its applicability or modelling in other situations and
circumstances (as with any other form of research), can only be tested through
intelligent interrogation of the theories and concepts contained here in other
circumstances. Other research will certainly modify the picture presented here. What
is presented are ‘simplifying approximations’ of complex human and machine
interactions at one point in time, put up for further consideration and use.
Longitudinal comparisons were not possible i.e. pre and post observations of

technology.

This is not a study of particular applications (for example email clients such as
Eudora, particular Internet browsers, or Microsoft Word). However, the comments
raised by the interviewees themselves can be regarded as indicative of particular
trends in attitude and use. Only further, quite specific studies of particular

applications will be able to demonstrate particular social-technical relationships.

The field-work based methodology was based almost entirely on personal semi-
structured interviews. Other than time spent dawdling in Neighbourhood Houses,
before and after meetings, there was no attempt to conduct participant observation or
other qualitative research. Lack of intensive and personal participation may have
limited my understanding of Neighbourhood House processes, but | was struck by the

consistency of views that arose from the interviews.

This is a study of individuals in mostly small and autonomous organisations. As such,
how the study’s insights into the appropriation and understanding of ICTs apply to
other sorts of community-based organisations (large and small, closely networked or

dispersed) needs careful study and consideration.

17



2 Research method

The methodology adopted for this thesis had four key components, including development

of a detailed proposal and broad research questions based on the original PhD application; a

review of research literature; and field work (constituted largely by semi-structured

interviews). Finally, the write-up phase involved the bringing together of all these

activities, their comparison, and development of findings and new theories. The phasing

and mixing of these elements is discussed in more detail in this chapter, and the following

table gives an idea of the different stages of activity which occurred.

Table 2. Research Schedule

Task

Purpose

Time Frame

Proposal writing

Clarify key questions and
demonstrate review of literature
for PhD Confirmation Hearing.

Mar 2003—Mar 2004

Initial Literature Review

Locate and gain knowledge of
past scholarship relevant to the
proposal.

First draft of literature review.

Mar 2003—Mar 2004

Mar—Aug 2004

Field work (post-ethics application
approval)

Design, locate & select subjects

Aug 2004—Mar 2004

First write-up of field work data
management, analysis)

Draft of Grounded Theory chapters
Comparison and testing of thesis findings

Gather data from interviewees
(including data management).

Mar—May 2005

Comparative Interviews, New Zealand

15 week Mar 2006

Further write-up, including integration of
supplementary NZ material

Draft 1

Drafts 2-3

Prepare thesis chapters.

Supervisor critical readings.

Jul-Dec 2005

Feb-Jun 2006
Jul-Sep 2006
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Proposal writing and literature review

In the first instance, proposal writing and literature review worked hand-in-hand. The
review of academic and practice literature (where available), was intended to provide me
with conceptual opportunities, research questions and empirical depth, in order to flesh out
the original and quite short (200 word) PhD proposal for confirmation after the first year’s
research. Versions of the proposal were provided to my supervisors, and the final version
approved at a confirmation hearing held in May 2004. Once it became clear that | was not
revealing any unanticipated issues in the literature | knew that boundaries had been reached
across several areas, including theories of social science; theories of organisation; theories
of technology; and community development literature. At that point | engaged in what | can
refer to as ‘depth reading’ and note-taking from key authors in the literature. In months
after that, | found that there were no major changes to my research questions, or body of
literature, though some references were added to justify particular arguments. It was only at
the final stages of write-up that | felt it necessary to re-immerse myself in particular items,

more for purposes of clarification than enlightenment.

During the literature review process and supervision sessions | became very aware of the
dangers of what has been referred to as ‘data poisoning’—a form of overload when trying
to absorb and synthesise too much too soon. Certain key items of the literature review took
many months to absorb and comprehend, and in fact, the full implications of certain, core
items in the literature review only became clear in the final write-up stage in the last part of

2005 and early 2006. Literature was located in the following ways:

e Onthe advice of my supervisors (particularly with respect to general works on

structuration theory).

e  Through extensive use of online academic electronic databases to search by author

and key word for articles in refereed journals.

e  Old-fashioned, serendipitous shelf-browsing and use of my own database of

references, personal library, and other research materials.
e  Through the snowball effect of references in articles and bibliographies in books.

e  Through visiting the Association of Neighbourhood Houses and Community
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Learning Centres library and accessing internal literature and reports and browsing

shelf holdings for otherwise invisible literature.

e Through use of search engines, community informatics websites, listservs, and the

advice and suggestions of colleagues locally and internationally.

References were stored using Endnote software and notations against articles (about the
rigour, relevance, and issues arising) were made into the Endnote ‘Comments’ field. These
were then used in preparing memos or draft chapters around major conceptual and
empirical issues that I believed to be of relevance to the thesis®. I drew upon my experience
in Program Evaluation for the creation of a research synthesis, that is, a review of
‘established and relevant literature within a particular area of inquiry for the development
of future programs and policies’ (Smallwood and Hurworth 1998: 38). The latter part of the
quote could be modified to refer to the ‘development of current or future research’. The
literature was used to formulate general, but not prescriptive concepts for the fieldwork
questions, in order to provide for the opportunity for the Grounded Theory methodology to
give rise to a bottom-up and indigenous process of theory development (see below).

The development of an outline of chapters reflected, in my case, a re-structuring and
incorporation of the literature into my argument around a set of concepts concerning the
adaptation of structuration theory for the study of technology in community-based
organisations. Because | also think visually, I also developed many diagrams to represent

ideas. Some of these pictorial representations were abandoned; others are used in the thesis.

Fieldwork methodology

Theoretical underpinnings of Grounded Theory
Grounded Theory is form of naturalistic inquiry first articulated by Glaser and Strauss
(1967). Naturalistic inquiry is a form of research in which there is no direct manipulation of

the research setting (a community, an event, a project), other than the natural interference

® | also faced the dilemma of requiring constant access to my data, between home, office, and other locations.
I found that the Fastmail service (fastmail.fm) allows for ‘private’ file space and archiving of materials, and it
was more reliable and easier to access through the web than the Monash intranet.
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caused by the presence of the researcher (Patton 1990: 41). Grounded Theory aims to
generate theory—as the name suggests—from bottom-up natural setting of inquiry, through
a rigorous and carefully articulated process of data creation, collection, management and
interpretation, akin to an algorithm, that is, a regularised and successive process with a

finite number of steps.

While Glaser and Strauss proposed that Grounded Theory aims to generate theory without
external interference of other ideas or attitudes, real world research is always conducted
from some form of knowledge or theory base with which the data intersects. The restriction
upon starting from a ‘null base’ is somewhat fallacious in PhD research, where part of the
PhD process is to articulate a hypothesis, or at the minimum, research questions that pass
muster in order to be confirmed as a PhD researcher. In addition, the mix-and match
process of research, literature review, writing, field research and other activities such as the
participation in related community informatics projects (which themselves give rise to new
ideas and knowledge), means that there is no such thing as a tabula rasa in naturalistic
inquiry, a point also raised by Giddens (see p. 137). It is also characteristic of other forms
of action-oriented research (Wadsworth 1998). The very process of writing and
interpretation immediately brings the researcher as writer into the position of developing a
rhetorical narrative that brings together both theoretical and field work stories on the basis
of comparable situations that others have said or experienced (Golden-Biddle and Locke
1997: 7). Indeed, Urquhart suggests that the idea of setting aside other ideas, as suggested
by Glaser and Strauss is not a strict injunction, but rather a caveat to pay heed to the data

and to take an inductive approach without preconceived ideas (Urquhart 2001: 115).

The traditional emphasis on research ‘neutrality’ reflects debates in the social sciences
which seek to justify research from the strong claims of positivism, drawn from the natural
sciences. However, such traditions carry a dangerous determinism and exclusionism that is
inadequate for the study of the human condition (Lincoln and Guba 1985: 27ff). However,
this debate is now less relevant, given the establishment of equally powerful arguments for
recognising the intellectual rigour behind qualitative and naturalistic forms of research with
their emphasis on careful craft to reflect social reality (Lofland and Lofland 1995; Golden-
Biddle and Locke 1997; Denzin and Lincoln 1998; Charmaz 2001). Furthermore, | would
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argue—at least in my case—the all-encompassing effort required to carry out each stage of
research makes each stage task discrete, rigorous and focussed, guaranteeing against “data

poisoning’.

Other approaches to Grounded Theory research, such as that developed by Charmaz,
additionally adopt an ethical orientation in framing social research. She strongly argues for
a ‘social justice’ orientation, that ‘assumes [the importance of ] focussing on and furthering
equitable distribution of resources, fairness, and eradication of oppression’ (Charmaz 2001.:
507). This is a familiar cry from the work of others such as Stoecker or Fetterman, who
argue that research must be understood as linked to progressive solutions of larger social
questions (Fetterman 1994; Fetterman 1997; Stoecker 2005b). However, while such aims
are indeed laudable, there is another dimension to such research action, in that it is also
oriented to provide more practical, bread-and-butter solutions and modest theoretical

findings. This is what Merton referred to as:

Theories of the middle range (sic): theories intermediate to the minor working hypotheses
evolved in abundance during the day-by-day routine of research, and the all-inclusive

speculations comprising a master conceptual scheme. (Merton 1968: 5)
Charmaz also makes the interesting observation that Grounded Theory can utilise:

[TThe processual emphasis in Grounded Theory to analyze relationships between human agency
and social structure that pose theoretical and practical concerns in social justice studies. (Charmaz
2001: 508)

These are what she also called ‘situated contexts’ of ‘studied interaction’, from which more
traditional Grounded Theory studies have shied away (2001: 513). Thus, contextualising
issues such as class, race, gender and power, as possible dimensions of social justice
relations, need to be considered for the theory and practice of a critical Grounded Theory.
The mention of ‘situated contexts’ again rings true with other aspects of research raised in
this thesis, the lack of theory about of the situatedness of various types of technological and
information theories within particular social and technological formations that privilege
certain outcomes (e.g., the corporatisation of knowledge for profit). To pick up an adjective

used by Charmaz, positivist technological theorising, by and large, appears to be
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obdurate—that is, “hardened against moral influence’’, and unable or unwilling to engage
in a dialogue with ethical and moral questions, thus privileging dominant modes of
production and ideologies. On the other hand, critical theory serves to ‘give social agents a
critical purchase on what is normally taken for granted’ (Macey 2000: 75). Thus, while the
immediate purpose of the research herein is to develop some ‘theories of the middle range’,
within the context of studies of information technology, it also aims to help to move
beyond *what is normally taken for granted’ in the framing of technology as a series of
technical questions rather than questions which are based in human-technical relationships.
Answers about technology and people also give rise to answers about the type of society in

which we live.

| therefore began the field research process with a number of generic concepts in mind, and
it was these that were used to draw out a picture of technology in practice amongst the
interviewees. However, my aim was not to confirm or deny my ideas in first instance, but
in line with the ideas of Grounded Theory, to draw out ideas and theories held by the
interviewees themselves. It should also be emphasised that the generic concepts did not
represent a final stage, but were intended as problematising tools to enrich the interviews

with Neighbourhood House workers.

With this qualification in mind, in line with a key principle of Grounded Theory (Glaser
and Strauss 1967: 50), the purpose of my interviewing was not the elucidation of non-
contestable facts and ‘truth’, but the use of information from informants as a spur to theory
creation and theory testing. Thus, whether or not | was receiving an entirely accurate
opinion or factual account of a situation was less important than the impetus it offered to
theorisation. The ‘stimulation’ is tested through what Glaser and Strauss call the “‘constant
comparative method’: the rigorous testing of ‘data slices’ that is to say, parts of interviews
that hold as discrete and meaningful against each other for the construction of categories,

propositions and new theories (Glaser and Strauss 1967: 55ff.).

Data slices offer meaning because they have conceptual and higher theoretical implications.

However, not all slices of data will be equivalent in either word count or the quality of the

’ Macquarie Dictionary, 3". Edition.
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discourse that they contain. In fact, in any qualitative process, where the interview is the
primary source of evidence, the quality of what is said will vary, notwithstanding any
preparations or efforts to engender ‘talk’ put in place by the interviewer. The informants’
mood on the day of the interview, ability to open up in an interview with a stranger, or
capacity to describe complex detail or particular personal insights is inevitably variable.
Some people in their efforts to be helpful may embellish reality, or tell stories.
Furthermore, course, some people are much better at abstracting, have better vocabularies,
or are more skilled at explaining and describing situations than others: the dilemma of
practical and discursive knowledge and agency discussed by Giddens (see p. 142). In fact, a
perusal of the interview transcripts (found in CD Rom, Appendix C) used for the research
demonstrates such content variability. Some interviews are more valuable than others and

have been ‘mined’ more effectively for concepts.

Thus, Grounded Theory of this sort does not attempt to replicate reality (and how could it
be captured in one-off, or even two interviews?), but rather, to identify properties which
help to build abstract constructions, and then to provide a theoretical basis for explaining
those properties. | have not, as previously stated, engaged in participant observation where |

could claim to have an in-depth understanding of the local culture®. Thus, I did not have a

® Raymond Williams’ definition of culture has been highly influential, since at least the late 1950s when it
was first published. It reflects an action/structure synergy in the creation of culture that is a precursor of
Giddens’ model of structuration. Williams was interested in the ordinary creativity and its reflexivity in
everyday life as is Giddens, and not just ‘high culture’:

Culture is ordinary: that is the first fact. Every human society has its own shape, its own purposes, its
own meanings. Every human society expresses these, in institutions, and in arts and learning. The making
of a society is the finding of common meanings and directions, and its growth is an active debate and
amendment under the pressures of experience, contact, and discovery, writing themselves into the land.
The growing society is there, yet it is also made and remade in every individual mind. The making of a
mind is, first, the slow learning of shapes, purposes, and meanings, so that work, observation and
communication are possible. Then, second, but equal in importance, is the testing of these in experience,
the making of new observations, comparisons, and meanings. A culture has two aspects: the known
meanings and directions, which its members are trained to; the new observations and meanings, which
are offered and tested. These are the ordinary processes of human societies and human minds, and we see
through them the nature of a culture: that it is always both traditional and creative; that it is both the most
ordinary common meanings and the finest individual meanings. We use the word culture in these two
senses: to mean a whole way of life—the common meanings; to mean the arts and learning—the special
processes of discovery and creative effort. Some writers reserve the word for one or other of these
senses; | insist on both, and on the significance of their conjunction. The questions | ask about our culture
are questions about deep personal meanings. Culture is ordinary, in every society and in every mind.
(Williams 1989: 3)
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desire to ‘hold constant’ (Glaser and Strauss 1967: 50) on facts and evidence, and through
extension, the theories generated; in fact, | had a desire to uncover the inconsistent and
contrasting, in order to provoke theoretical stimulation. I have assumed that in the
‘practice’ of everyday life there are familiar, valuable, and recursive expressions of belief
and patterns of ordinary behaviour that have deep and continuing meaning to people, rooted
in particular relationships (Huws 2003). People are located in particular life situations and
structures that are expressed and have agency as their particular culture. Thus,
Neighbourhood House workers tend to reflect a particular set of values and attitudes, based
upon a particular Neighbourhood House culture and these are used in the Neighbourhood
House processes. One the other hand, the interviews about community ICT in New Zealand
discussed in Appendix C revealed a distinct belief and cultural system that is different to
that found in other countries, and their relationship to a particular construction of

technology in the Maori community is discussed.

The dependence upon human variety means that the qualitative researcher’s findings
always remain tentative in their generalisability and contestability and the possibility of
improvement has to be accepted at all times. This is in line with Popper’s verification
principle: it is impossible to prove beyond all doubt a particular fact or proposition. There is
always the possibility of the disconfirming case (think of the proposition that all swans are
white when in fact, in some parts of the world, swans are black). Good social science
(including qualitative research) is always looking for the disproving case to improve itself,
in part, as a defence against crude positivism or deterministic historicism (Popper 1976;
Raphael 1998).

A related and qualifying proposition developed by Lincoln and Guba is that Grounded
Theory research is idiographic—bound in time, place and context—and because of this the
research results (as in historical study) are particular and non-recurrent. The results are not
necessarily replicable, nor are they necessarily generalisable. The results present ‘working
hypotheses’ (Lincoln and Guba 1985: 36ff), and in fact, the principle of teaching important
lessons on the basis of grounded knowledge and hypotheses about the contingent real world
of practice underpins the practice of applied professional fields such as Program Evaluation
(Guba and Lincoln 1981; Owen and Rogers 1999).
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This discussion highlights the essential difference between positivist experimentalism and
its desire for nomological (law-like) and predictive research statements which exist as
value-free, outside of time-space constructions and interpretive, naturalistic, constructivist
or hermeneutic methodologies. This view of the outcome of research also influences many
areas of research, including the production of technology artifacts for the information
sciences, in which there is an underdeveloped understanding of the ‘social’ (see p. 189ff.).
Thus, while positivists believe that there is an essential, testable, and verifiable truth ‘out
there’, and that the research process can be separated from the value-free social or scientific
construction of reality by the researcher, researchers grounded in the different forms of
interpretive, naturalistic or hermeneutic discovery argue that in fact, the purposes of

scientific and social, human-centred research are different.

While there fact may be an ultimate, knowable reality applicable to certain situations and
problems (Bhaskar 1975), some realities and explanations are more powerful and saturated
than others for particular forms of study (Miles and Huberman 1988: 248 ). Thus, within
the domain of interpretive inquiry, realities can only be known imperfectly, through the
particular research ontology and epistemology and methods used by the researcher (Denzin
2001: 7882). The process of inquiry is caught up in the exploration and use of values, and
this is particularly the case in the investigation of complex and contingent human activity,
at the micro-level when investigating such factors as the “capillary” activities of power and
knowledge (Foucault and Gordon 1980: 96) or “thick description’ of human activity, the
stuff of Charmaz (and Giddens’) interest in the relationship between action and structure.
To take one of Geertz’s examples, the meaning of a wink cannot be easily hypothesised or
its social effect precisely measured, but instead, narrative provides insight into the:

[S]tratified hierarchy of meaningful structures in terms of which twitches, winks, fake-winks,
parody, rehearsals of parodies are produced, perceived and interpreted, and without which they

would not...in fact exist, no matter what anyone did or didn't do with his eyelid. (Geertz 1973: 7)

But, to draw out the point made previously, no two winks, and no two interviews are ever
exactly alike. The views and opinions garnered from individuals in this research could be
presented quite differently in a follow-up. What a person says one day, could be

contradicted the next or within the same interview. Yet collectively, the interviews are
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strongly indicative of particular trends and aspects of certain forms of activity in particular

circumstances.

Further thinking about the context of the interpretive paradigm has added other layers to the
many skins of the onion of research: for non-positivists, the researcher is gendered and
situated in particular class, racial or social constructions with which s/he interacts: and thus
plays out a conscious or unconscious role, embedded in particular cultural settings, filtered
through the structuring properties of the disciplining schemes of language, made familiar

through the “linguistic turn’ in philosophy (Toews 2001; Day and Pyati 2005).

A Note on Models and Theory Construction

Throughout the thesis, the word ‘model’ is used, with a particular understanding in mind.
Maki’s discussion of models has been particularly useful in informing the discussion
(2001).

The term “‘model’ can refer to textual, visual or pictorial, or even physically metaphoric
representations of different objects and situations being studied, described, or imagined by
the beholder. For example, a textual model could be a series of theoretical statements or
mathematical symbols, or a combination of both. A visual or pictorial representation could
include a circuit diagram or chart, while a physical model could be a scale cardboard
replica of the Hindenberg Zeppelin or a rod-and-ball model of DNA.

Furthermore, the purpose of models is variable. Several kinds of models have been
identified in the literature, and these are particularly relevant to clarifying the purposes of

the research undertaken here.

First, representational models are usually three-dimensional physical models which while
they are not exact copies of a particular object (for example, a molecule), represent
particular elements for didactic and explanatory purposes. Thus, scales may be exaggerated
or ignored, or they may be analogous to a physical reality. In the current research, physical
models are irrelevant. Instead, models represent ideas, processes, and relationships.
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Second, there are imaginary models, which are based on certain theoretical assumptions,
but they are also not intended to be truthful (consider thought experiments). As Maki

suggests, they are “stepping stones’ to further theorisation or critique.

Third, and of most interest to the development of ideas in this thesis, are theoretical
models, which as Mé&ki also suggests, are ‘a set of assumptions about that object rather than
a distinct object’ (2001: 9933). Thus, they can be said to be a heuristic *simplifying
approximation’ for highlighting particular things, but it is assumed in this simplification
that the real object and its relationships may be much more complex and subject to
modification (including falsification) in light of real world implementation,
experimentation, and observation. This reflects a particular tradition in social science from
Weber and Simmel onward that understands the laws of social science as non- predictive,
but only ‘idealizations of human motives’ (Mjgset 2001). This perspective is of course
familiar from the previous discussion about the nature of qualitative research

above. Weber’s highly influential model of the ‘ideal type’ can be considered to be an
exemplar of the theoretical model, in that it exaggerates ideal conditions, intended towards
the identification of real world characteristics and problems®. Such models and theoretical
representations are a conceptual starting point for more detailed analysis of real world
situations (Schauder 2000).

On the other hand, another tradition is linked to positivist research in the natural sciences
(and as discussed previously): laws are predictive (such as the laws of gravity), or the
assumption that certain laws about human behaviour can be consistently modelled (as is
found in neo-classical economics and rational-choice theory). Such assumptions about ‘one
size’ human behaviour to match technical requirements (for example, in rational-choice
theory in neo-classical economics or “human factors’ in Information Systems), are flawed if
taken as axiomatic, though at a discourse and political level, they are very powerful
(Granovetter 1985; Walsham 1995a).

® As Weber put it: ‘An ideal type is formed by the one-sided accentuation of one or more points of view and
by the synthesis of a great many diffuse, discrete, more or less present and occasionally absent concrete
individual phenomena, which are arranged according to those one-sidedly emphasized viewpoints into a
unified analytical construct (Gedankenbild). In its conceptual purity, this mental construct (Gedankenbild)
cannot be found empirically anywhere in reality. It is a utopia’ (Weber, Shils et al. 1949: 90).
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The enduring power of the scientific-positivistic tradition is as a consequence reflected in
public policy under the thrall of economic models which are assumed to be unambiguously
representational of humans (as above), and replicable (along the lines of a technical or
scientific procedure, including procedures which used ICTs). There is an assumption that
they can be simply bolted onto particular political, planning or budgetary processes without
further ambiguity, confusion, or reflection, and this has taken on a strongly ideological tone
(Pusey 1990).

The tension between the different concepts of models and their implications in discourse
and action is similar to one suggested by Kuhn for the interaction of different scientific or

research communities:

[T]he proponents of competing paradigms [i.e., in this case, in research and public policy] are
always at least slightly at cross-purposes. Neither side will grant all the non-empirical
assumptions that the other needs in order to make its case..[T]hey are bound partly to talk through
each other...The competition between paradigms is not the sort of battle that can be resolved by
proofs. (Kuhn 1970: 148)

The theoretical models and suggestions, and particularly pictorial models in this thesis are
thus simplifying approximations put up for further consideration and refinement, in the
hope that different communities will no longer ‘talk through each other’. Models and
theories are highly useful analytical frames and abstractions which should not be applied

deterministically, but are a starting point for both research and the public sphere.

This is a line of argument also familiar from the discipline of Program Evaluation. While
the need to present frameworks in relatively simple forms such as flowcharts or diagrams
may not be considered a priority for theorists of sociology or organisation, since they can
be interested in exploring complexity and ambiguity, for the practitioner, concerned with
the communication and utilisation of research, the need to present in relatively simple ways
key insights cannot be underestimated. In fact, effective presentation or reporting of
research findings for active utilisation of stakeholders has, for example been a key interest
to other scholars and practitioners of Program Evaluation for many years (Patton 1990;
Patton 1997; Owen and Rogers 1999; Patton 1999). Managers, policy makers, politicians

and others need “action heuristics’, effective simplifications and communication of research
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and other conceptually-significant results (McClintock 1987). Edward Tufte, for example,
has praised the path-breaking use of superb visual displays in 1854 by John Snow of the
cholera epidemic in London, which was influential in the move to fundamental health
reforms in the UK. Tufte contrasted this clarity with the obscurity of space shuttle data
which while technically “correct’, was meaningless to other engineers. Organisational
inability to interpret mission critical data resulted in the engineering disaster of the shuttle
Challenger blowing up in 1986 (Tufte 1997).

Research Design

Data Sampling and Selection

Glaser and Strauss’s work suggested the following articulated process to me. A purposeful
sample was chosen: as many coordinators of Neighbourhood Houses and Centres in the
Western Region of Melbourne as would enable empirical saturation and redundancy of
theory generation. While Patton makes the point that the ‘logic and power’ of purposeful
sampling comes through the careful selection of information-rich cases (Patton 1990: 169),
in the case of this research, there was restricted prior knowledge as to which cases (units of
analysis) were in fact information or conceptually rich. Thus, I sought to include, rather
than exclude, to the point of redundancy. Such a process of inclusion was line with Glaser
and Strauss’ own principle of inclusion for the purpose of generating theory and insight,
rather than descriptive or sampling accuracy. Thus, as wide a range as possible of
viewpoints could be sought (i.e., viewpoints which were confirming or non-confirming of

any hypotheses generated).

Furthermore, the earlier, and small-scale Empowerment for the West Project conducted in
mid-2004'° had identified that all the 13 participating workers from the Neighbourhood
Houses who participated in group meetings for that particular, small-scale research held
valuable knowledge about technology construction and use. However, participation in that

project had been through a process of voluntary self-selection, and | knew that there were

19 This project, conducted in conjunction with Randy Stoecker of the University of Wisconsin, received small
grant support from the Monash Research Fund and Community West, a Neighbourhood House in the region
(Stillman and Stoecker 2004; Stillman and Stoecker 2005).
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other Neighbourhood House workers who could also make a contribution. A number of
other workers had been unable to participate due to time constraints, overseas trips, or other
reasons. Some workers had been suggested for particular interview (a snowball effect) by
other workers. Another way of viewing my sampling methodology was that | applied
criterion sampling: as many Neighbourhood House coordinators within an identified
service region as possible were interviewed until redundancy appeared in the interviews.
An alternative view of the sample which emerged is that if |1 had no criterion other than able
to contact Neighbourhood House workers because | had their address list, virtually the

entire population of a service region could be covered.

In fact, out of the 31 Neighbourhood House houses, 23 initial interviews were conducted.
At least one potential interviewee declined to participate, and two interviews were
cancelled due to illness and family circumstances. | was ‘stood up’ on two others. Of the
completed interviews, 20 were with coordinators and three were comparative interviews
with paid staff who were engaged in community education rather than community
development practice. However, they also worked in Neighbourhood Houses. In addition,
two more follow-up interviews were conducted with paid staff in related agencies, as means
of adding further depth to the process of theory generation, and another with the executive
officer of the ANHLC. However, if anything, these interviews only confirmed what | had
been hearing, and while they offered some further informational depth they were of no

great theoretical utility.

All but two of the interviewees were women. Because of the small number of men
interviewed (a relatively small number working in part-time paid positions in
Neighbourhood Centres and Houses) a comparative study of causal or differential factors
by reason of gender was impossible. However, in the interviews, | have sought to draw out

the question of gender as a factor in attitudes to, or use of ICTs.

I had pondered how to allocate interviews to prevent any biasing effect on my own thinking
and recording, and at first | sought to make interviews regionally in order to lessen travel
time and keep the interviews as mentally ‘fresh’ as possible. However, workers were not

always available, and ultimately, they were spread out through the period October to
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December 2004, with some workers unavailable in the school holiday period. In fact, due to

the intensity of preparatory and post-interview work associated with each interview session

| found that | began to treat each as an independent mental unit, and | made some field

notes where necessary prior, during or after the interview (including a site description and

some photos of buildings where it appeared relevant). Of particular use to my note-taking

was the ‘Comments’ field in Word which allowed me to create small memos as a box to the

right-hand side of the text during the transcription process. The mini-memos were also a

useful way of recording insights into the development of my own responsiveness and

technique as an interviewer, thoughts arising cross-referencing and so on.

Table 3. Characteristics of Interviewees

Int. | Role of Gender, Age, | Service category: Form of Type of
no | interviewee | Education S: Stand alone management building/location
O: Other service
1 | Coordinator | F, 40s S Community Portable, suburban
Tertiary managed main road
2 | Coordinator | F, 40s S Community Purpose built,
Tertiary managed suburban street
3 | Coordinator | F, 40s S Community House and extensions,
University managed busy highway
4 | Coordinator | F, 50s? (0] Non-profit Purpose built, new
Tertiary board outer housing estate
5 | Coordinator | F, 50s S Community Purpose built, inner
Tertiary managed suburbs estate
6 | Coordinator | F, 40s S Community Purpose built, new
Diploma managed outer housing estate
7 | Coordinator | F, 40s (0] Non-profit Purpose build on main
Tertiary board road
8 | Coordinator | M, 40s S Community House & extensions,
Diploma managed main road
9 | Coordinator | Cancelled
10 | Coordinator | F, 40s S Council, Purpose built meeting
Diploma transition to centre, new outer
community housing estate
11 | Coordinator | F, 50s S Community House and extensions,
Prof. Qual. managed suburban street
12 | Coordinator | F, 40s S Community Old house on busy
High School managed suburban street
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Int. | Role of Gender, Age, | Service category: Form of Type of
no | interviewee | Education S: Stand alone management building/location
O: Other service
13 | Coordinator | M, 40s S Community House and facilities on
Certificate, managed suburban street
some tertiary
14 | Coordinator | F, 40s S Community Purpose built in new
Diploma managed outer housing estate
15 | Coordinator | F, late 30s S Community Adapted facility in inner
Trade Quals. managed old housing estate
16* | Language F, 40s Co-located with Community Old house on busy
Coordinator | Profl. Quals Neighbourhood managed main road, inner
House Melbourne
17* | Computer F, 40s Co-located with Community Old house on busy
teaching University Neighbourhood managed main road, inner
Coordinator House Melbourne
18* | Literacy F, 40s Co-located with Community Old house on busy
teacher University Neighbourhood managed main road, inner
House Melbourne
19 | Coordinator | F, 40s S Community House in old outer
Diploma managed public housing estate
20 | Coordinator | F, 40s S Community New purpose-built
High School managed facility in new outer
?) housing estate
21 | Coordinator | F, 50s S Community Old house on busy
Health managed main road
Profession
22 | Coordinator | F, 50s? S Community Old house, inner
Health managed suburban
Profession
23 | Coordinator | F, 40s? S Community Old house, inner
Tertiary managed suburban
24 | Manager F, 50s S Community Adapted large facility
Tertiary managed on main road
25* | Manager F, 40s Manager of ANHLC
Tertiary
26* | Literacy F, 50s, Co-located with Community Old house, inner
teacher Tertiary Neighbourhood managed suburban
House

* These interviews were conducted for comparative purposes to test theoretical propositions arising

from the data
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Construction of questions

Based on the literature and research review, a list of open-ended questions for a semi-
structured interview of up to an hour were developed (see Appendix A, p. 310), subject to
the approval of the Monash University Standing Committee on Ethics in Research
Involving Humans. Introductory questions ranged from basic demographic information to
questions about the culture of Neighbourhood Houses. The interviews then moved on to
exploring how ICTs were seen and experienced in work and to a lesser degree, at home, as
well as how gender affected technology interaction. The questions were intended to
develop a holistic picture of the place of artifactual technology in the place of the worker’s
paid and non-paid (home and volunteer) working life. In fact, each interview became a
highly individualised conversation, where I sought to get interviewees to articulate points
that appeared of particular relevance and some issues were covered in more detail than
others. At times, questions were ignored or collapsed into others as the respondent
volunteered information. With the comparative interviews with the several staff based in
Neighbourhood Houses in non-Neighbourhood House roles, questions were also modified.
And of course, some respondents were much more articulate than others, though I could
make no assumptions about who would “perform’ more effectively than others prior to the

meeting. Modified questions were used in New Zealand.

Before each interview | carefully reviewed the interview topics, and thought about my own
demeanour (for example, to restrict a tendency to want to ‘join in’ on the conversation). |
decided not to download annual reports about each house or obtain too much other
information: | did not want to be overloaded—my goal was that | wanted to know the
person, on her own terms. By and large, | managed to work through the schedule and varied
it according to the knowledge and preparedness of each person to discuss particular issues,

in line with a responsive—and emergent-inductive—research spiral™. In fact, the intensive

Y Eor example, in notes made after interviews at the end of October, | wrote in a field note:
I have done 6 interviews, and saturation (with nice bits of detail) is appearing on some issues. This
may indicate: (1) | am asking the wrong questions ( | don't think so). (2) | am asking the right
questions (and getting lots of confirmation). In fact, my sense is that getting many confirmations
with the quality and richness offered may be useful deep evidence. — push the rich pictures. (3) |
continue #2 but ask variant questions — hypothetical e.g.— there have been suggestions that much of
the counselling and care work could be carried out online (eg in Centrelink)—is it possible to
communicate this way with clients?
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experience of the interviews has been something of a revelation for me as a social
researcher. | feel that I got to know certain aspects of the respondents’ lives as workers,
mothers, partners and community volunteers in quite an intimate and privileged way,
though I don’t know if they really know much more about me other than | am the person

who interviewed them.

I had also intended to conduct more confirmatory/disconfirming interviews, and to follow
up on cancelled interviews, but the theoretical and factual saturation made this unnecessary.
The New Zealand interviews were also intended to be comparative, but as noted previously,

they lead to other, and fruitful explorations (see pp. 5, 12).

As Glaser and Strauss suggest, beyond the decisions about initial data collection, further
decisions about data collection cannot be made until amidst data collection itself—*the
emerging theory points to the next steps’, and the data itself ideally reveals what to do next
(Glaser and Strauss 1967: 47). Early in the interview process, | had begun to feel a sense of
‘déja vu’ in responses and the concepts and theories that were starting to bubble up from
the data®. However, only post-interview, during the different write-up phases was | able to

more deeply consider the conceptual and theoretical implications of the interviews.

Interview method
I closely followed the advice of researchers such as Minichiello (1995) and Burgess
(Burgess 1984) in the conduct of the interview as a two-way, and comfortable conversation

with a specific purpose. Thus my purpose was:

Directed towards understanding informants’ perspectives on their lives, experiences or situations,

expressed in their own words. (Taylor and Bogdan, cited in Minichiello: 68)

12 These were confirmatory experiences of what anthropologists refer to as the ‘ethnographic moment’, a
moment of insight about an essential truth or reality being discovered. Thus, my ‘experience near’ in
discussing the personal was used to generate my ‘experience distant’, or broader theory , as suggested by
Geertz (2000: 57).
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Such an approach is naturalistic and interpretive, which values the construction of reality
held by each interviewee or informant. It also accepts the world view of the interviewer.

Tropes suggested by the conversation act as springboards for further theorising.

Interviews were held where possible in a private room or space, though a number were held
in open-plan areas. Most interviews were held privately, without any interference from
other people or noise. However at times, the respondent chose to ask others in the office to
join in or comment. All interviewees except one appeared quite used to presenting their

views and there was little hesitation in holding forth.

| felt that the option of interviewing by phone was not appropriate, given my desire to see
people in situ, and gain some (limited) ethnographic insight into their work environment
and interactions with other people. | was also interested to some degree in the physical
layout of each Centre or House, as part of my research was to gain insight into the workers’
concepts of ‘Neighbourhood House’ as a particular form of place. This could only be
gained through site visits. | took some photos, with the informant’s permission, of spaces
which | thought were particularly illustrative of particular things that they had said about

their experiences with technology.

Furthermore, by being with respondents in person, | hoped that | would be able to respond
to and acknowledge non-verbal communication, including indicative body language where
relevant. I also hoped that my presence would reduce any fears of being interviewed. It
could well be that people’s confidence and attention spans would not survive a phone
interview with a (male) stranger, particularly when the interviews touched upon family
issues. My attention to the non-verbal behaviour, the “silent language’ (Hall 1959), in fact
improved the quality of my transcriptions and later interpretations as | was able to visualise

and understand verbal and non-verbal subtleties much more easily.

Technical assistance

I used a small Sony digital recorder, and this was placed as unobtrusively as possible. After
a moment or two, most interviewees lost their hesitation about being recorded. 1 also
quickly learned to minimize my own comments, promptings, and other ‘noise’ such as

murmurs of agreement, in order to record as authentically as possible. Interviews range
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from 25 minutes to one or two of up to 50 minutes in length, but the average was under 40
minutes. | took very few notes, preferring to focus on the conversation. In fact, as |
remarked to interviewees, | preferred to just listen rather than write due to nerve damage
which makes it difficult for me to write quickly and clearly, and this may have contributed
towards a more sympathetic attitude to being recorded. I also told the interviewees that the

aggregation of data would cut down any possibility of the subjects being identified.*?

Transcription

| found that use of the following method was extremely helpful in making the processing of
data as efficient as possible. Data sound files were uploaded from the Sony recorder to a
PC, converted from the proprietary (.msv) format into wav-files, played through good
speakers and carefully transcribed. | used the free program, Express Scribe
(http://www.nch.com.au/scribe/), which has ‘global keys’ to manipulate the sound files.
This means that the program can be run at the same time as carrying out a transcription.
The program was much more effective than the Sony transcription software, because it has
more options for controlling the sound files than the Sony software. Current versions of
Express Scribe make conversion of .msv files unnecessary. Express Scribe also allows a
certain degree of noise scrubbing which enhanced the accuracy of where there is

background interference such as air-conditioning.

My verbatim remarks were generally summarised and italicised in the transcriptions, except
where particular words or phrases deserved literal transcription. The informants’ words and
colloguialisms, on the other hand, were transcribed verbatim, including indications and
hesitations. Occasionally, however, some stumbles, repetitions, breaks, or prompts from me
were deleted (indicated by an ellipsis [...]), and where clearly irrelevant material was
introduced, this was summarised, or an ellipsis inserted. Identifiers such as personal names
and place names were most often replaced by an em dash (—). Pages were formatted using
the continuous line counts feature in Microsoft Word, meaning that accurate citation

location and referencing could occur. An average of seven to eight hours was spent on

13 There has been interest in my use of Express Scribe by practitioners and researchers and a book chapter is
being prepared for publication (Stillman 2007).
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transcription of each interview, with additional time for correcting the transcript and saving

an additional version with all personal attributions removed.

Transcriptions were then emailed to informants for comment and feedback. Only one
informant expressed concern over the directness of her comments and the potential for
personal identification. In accordance with Monash requirements, all personal attributions
have been removed from the transcriptions. Transcriptions are appended on the

accompanying CD.

Data coding and reduction—the constant comparative method

Coding provides a form of ‘analytical scaffolding’, a means of building strong theory based
on empirical information and observations (Charmaz 2001: 517). Rather than using a
qualitative data analysis program such as NVIVO, out of a concern that | needed to fully
understand, experience, and work through the process of data creation and categorisation in
a critical research project, | decided to closely follow the more traditional method
developed by Glaser and Strauss and given more elaboration by Lincoln and Guba for
operationalising the data management and categorisation process (Glaser and Strauss 1967;
Lincoln and Guba 1985). The physical and iterative act of comparison and display—many
cards of data across a kitchen table and cups of coffee or tea, or at night, glasses of red
wine, rather than the limiting computer screen—produces a kinaesthetic experience of
physical sorting, matching, resorting, scribbling and so on, in a creative, cognitively rich,
yet controlled process which also assists in data reduction, similar to the use of data matrix
techniques for the parsimonious representation of large amounts of data (Thompson 1989;
Miles and Huberman 1994; Stillman 2005).

Key steps utilised by me included, based upon Glaser and Strauss as well as operational

refinements suggested by Lincoln and Guba included:

(1) Unitising and the development of categories.
(2) Comparing incidents applicable to each category.
(3) Integrating categories and their properties and delimiting initial theory.

(4) Writing more detailed theory.
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Unitising

Underlying Glaser and Strauss’ method is what Guba and Lincoln called the unitising of
self-standing units of information for comparison to the next. As observed (see p. 23), ‘data
slices’ are valued not so much for their empirical content, but as a spur to concept and

theory-building.

Thus, transcriptions were carefully read one by one, and highlighting and underlining in red
or other colours was used to indicate particularly interesting passages. Using a duplicate
clean copy of the interview, units (or data slices), were cut out and pasted onto large index
cards™, together with additional handwritten annotations. The goal was to make each card
only contain one general concept or piece of data, ‘interpretable in the absence of any
additional information, other than a broad understanding of the context in which the inquiry
is carried out’ (Lincoln and Guba 1985: 345). Each card was numbered according to the
interview, but also given a general record number. For example, card no. 60 contains
interview 7, lines: 111-123. Approximately 350 cards were constructed in this manner over
nearly a week of intensive work days. Keywords, representing what appeared to be
emergent categories, and some notes about properties, as well as theoretical hunches were
also written on the cards, yellow sticky notes, or on memo pads. Additional notation about
emergent categories and properties were handwritten on the master copies of interviews.
However, sorting of cards into complementary piles did not commence until all the

transcripts had been read and relevant data slices cut out and pasted on cards.

Categorising

While coding an incident for a category, compare with the previous incidents in the same and

different groups coded in the same category (Glaser and Strauss 1967: 106)

Categorisation is thus a critical, intensive and demanding process involving the sorting of
hundreds of data items into meaningful groups. Through the process of categorisation,

descriptive or explanatory properties and supporting rules for each category are developed,

¥ In the literature this process is nicknamed the 3" x 5" card shuffle, though in my case, it became 127mm x
203mm (5" x 8"), the half-page length and width of an A4 page.
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and from that, explanatory theory generated. Theory generation works at two levels: the
theory generated from the cards themselves, and secondly, the explanatory theory of the
researcher, based upon other knowledge. ‘Something right” emerges from the data, akin to
what is known in German as ‘Sprachgefuhl’, when the right phrase springs to mind.
Constant comparison of data creates a memory for the researcher (at least for the length of
the coding session) of the many possibilities offered by the data, but at the same time, given
the depth of information (number of cards), and the process of comparison (see below), the
test of trustworthiness and validity—also called confirmability by Lincoln and Guba—is
solved. There is a strong, triangulated, documented audit trail consisting of the “data slices’
or ‘units’, memos, and other written annotations that can be used, if necessary, in a form of
reverse engineering to demonstrate how conclusions are reached (Lincoln and Guba 1985:
301ff and Appendix A).

The entire pile (now boxes) of cards was revisited once the unitising had been concluded.
Cards were re-read and sorted into what appeared to be emerging common categories on
the basis of content and suggested key words. Annotations were put upon each card as well
as on ‘covering’ cards for each category, giving what | believed were boundary descriptions
or ‘properties’ of each pile. An overall ‘label’ card was created and annotated for each
emergent category, and annotation cards were stapled to the covering card. Units of data
were compared again, and if necessary moved to a different pile. Obvious duplicates were

removed.

As Glaser and Strauss observed:

[T]the constant comparison of...incidents [data units] very soon starts to generate the theoretical
properties of the category. The analyst starts thinking in terms of the full range of types or
continua of the category, its dimensions, the conditions under which it is pronounced or
minimized, its major consequences, its relation to other categories, and its other properties
(Glaser and Strauss 1967: 106)

Glaser and Strauss’ other advice should be followed. The second rule of the comparative
method, when ideas start flowing, is to write a memo, which, as Lincoln and Guba state
‘has a cognitive and cathartic effect’ on the researcher, allowing her to provide a

developmental history leading to the replacement of tacit judgements by propositions
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(Lincoln and Guba 1985: 342). About a dozen initial memos were typed up during this
stage as new ideas emerged and were consolidated. These became the core, valuable, and

generated knowledge used to construct many parts of this thesis.

Integrating categories and their properties and delimiting the theory

At the point of integration of the categories clear distinctions between categories and their
underlying properties become apparent. Coherency begins to emerge, setting the boundaries
of each data set or category (Lincoln and Guba 1985: 342-3). Re-reading of memos, notes
and cards leads to a consolidation and change in categories, and firmer ideas about theory
begin to become clear. From my dozen memos, categories, and annotations that were
written over several weeks of memo-writing, about seven key categories emerged, with a
certain degree of cross-over. A key principle of the constant comparative method was at
work here—theories emerge from the data, rather than being forced into the data. During
this period of intense activity, | was engaged in a mental and debate about how to develop a
more parsimonious and practical representation of what the data had *told’” me, particularly
when certain ideas seem to be duplicated across categories. While Glaser and Strauss
propose that data collection and analysis go on at the same time—which | found to be a

practical impossibility—they still make the important point that:

By joint collection and analysis, the sociologist is tapping to the fullest extent the in vivo patterns
of integration in the data itself; questions guide the collection of data to fill in gaps and to extend

the theory—and this is also an integrative strategy (Glaser and Strauss 1967: 109)

Ideally, theory construction only emerges from the data, but as discussed previously (see p.
21), Grounded Theory does not exist in a vacuum and in fact, prior theories (such as those
generated from prior experience and knowledge, research literature and research review),
continually intersect with the process of the development of Grounded Theory. However,
the principle of delimitation is an important one: at a certain point, because of the
redundancy and saturation of data, categories, and saturation of explanatory theories, it is
natural to seek for parsimony of theoretical formulations as well as final reduction of the
data into meaningful categories. Thus, the much larger number of short memos and

categories merged into a smaller number of prioritised categories including:
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e Neighbourhood House values

e Technology as an instrument (a large and complex memo with several sections)
e Technobiographies and gender / Women’s work

e The effects and affects of distanciation

e Network effects

e Time

e Governance

These categories and the accompanying background memos in fact stood the test of time
between May 2005 and the final part of 2005 when the first major full thesis draft was

written. They became the core of the chapters in which the field-work data is discussed.

Writing the theory

For each of the above categories, properties were described, and an underlying explanatory
theory developed. While ideally, this higher level of theory should be grounded completely
in the data, | found that at this point | wished to refer in more detail to some of the concepts
which | had found meaningful in the literature review, and thus for certain of the categories,
it was inevitable that the memos, now becoming draft chapters, took on issues raised
through the literature review. For example, the memo on ‘Technology as an instrument’
contained both rich interview data and a number of ‘indigenous’ theoretical speculations. I
could not resist beginning to compare that material to the work of other theorists while the
issue was still fresh in my mind, and this incorporation and modification became a constant

part of the research process.

A further stage in theorisation occurred almost many months later, when | began to
undertake a comparison between the research review and the body of theory, properties,

and concepts generated by the data, and this led to the final version of the manuscript.
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Comparison to Miles and Huberman
The Constant Comparative Method used in Grounded Theory, resembles the data
management model proposed by Miles and Huberman, in which the following stages take

place:

e Data Collection
e Data Reduction
e Data Display
e Conclusions

This process was represented by them in the following diagram:

Data

collection Data display

Data
reduction

Conclusions:
drawing/verifying

Figure 1. A Data Management Model by Miles and Huberman
(Derived from (Miles and Huberman 1988: 249 ; Miles and Huberman 1998: 181)
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A modification of this diagram, incorporating the insights of Glaser and Strauss and Guba
and Lincoln with respect to the Constant Comparative Method within Grounded Theory

would be as follows:

Data Sampling

and Selection
Data unitizing

Data
comparison
[categorisation

Delimiting
Theory

Writing
Theory

Data /

integration

Figure 2. Modification of Miles and Huberman

However, an even more complete representation of the process would incorporate a data
creation stage and at least the other stages of data management and analysis discussed
above. Surprisingly, despite their deep interest in the construction of reality and an
evidence base to support theories and concepts derived from it, neither Glaser and Strauss,
nor Guba and Lincoln, devote attention to the process of data creation—in the case of this
thesis, the complexities involved in the construction of the interview process and the
transformation from spoken language to text. ‘Data’ appears as a done deed, rather than a
construction out of the interchange of language, cultural understandings, and the act of
transmission via technology and human interaction (for example, as notes recorded during
or after and interview, or a verbatim recording). As Minichiello and Burgess have
demonstrated, the ‘interview’ is itself a complex construction. The interview is thus a
process of qualitative sampling and data construction. The following figure adds this
important first stage by overlapping these two, critical processes.
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Figure 3. Incorporating Further Stages in the Data Creation and Management Process

Implications for the Information Continuum

The attention that should be paid to the act of data creation as part of the process of theory
construction is reminiscent of the typologies of the Monash Information Continuum, a
teaching and research model of information processes, in which information (such as
business information or archival records) is understood as the medium and outcome of
particular social rules and practices and their interaction with changing technologies in the
context of the various information professions (Schauder, Stillman et al. 2004). While this
model of information processes is not of central concern to this thesis, for those engaged in
archives and related areas, it is regarded as a useful and important conceptual tool and its
application here is a side effect of the research conducted for the thesis overall. The attempt
to apply the model to aspects of the research process here is therefore intended as a test of
the model’s applicability to other sorts of information research (here the process of data

creation and management as part of a thesis.

Information (and its reconstituted products), can be seen to outwardly spiral from the
original act of creation of a document (Upward 1997). This idea is derived from Giddens’
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theory of structuration (see p. 113ff.). In the Information Continuum, ‘information’ is
derived from a principle source (for example, an information object such as an interview),
and becomes transformed through the agency of people and technologies for different
purposes. Information objects are both embedded in the ‘context of the action in which they
are part, and are recursively involved’. If we consider the interview as a form of archived
document, then Upward’s other comment is relevant: ‘Archival documents are firstly
documents embedded in action, and then are records disembedded from that action’
(Upward 1997: 277).

Information artifacts, as records and outcomes of action, thus become disembedded and
reused in other contexts, for example, a research interview is ‘unitised” and its parts are
reconstituted via different technologies or processes as evidence for particular research and
theoretical constructions in academic production. The interview, or any data, is therefore
moved through a continuum in time and space, and is reconstituted, reused, re-embedded
according to particular human or machine agency (human speech is transformed by agency
of speech recognition software into text), or human agency makes particular interpretive
decisions about how ambiguous sounds should be transcribed in transcription. The
interview data (or its constituent parts) become “pluralised’ with the production of different
knowledge artifacts: theory, the application of theory and the development of scholarly and
practical publications. Its pluralisation can also lead to it being used in other forms of
action, such as social action, lobbying, or policy-making. As an example, some of the
workshop quotes used to underpin the Empowerment for the West Project, undertaken in
mid-2004 (see p.30), were also re-used in submissions and presentations to government. In
another case, part of a PhD interview which discussed the changes in the life of an isolated
older person whose life was helped by ICTs was used in submissions (see p. 280). As ‘real-
life’ data it had an immediate impact on government officials in public settings, something

far beyond its immediate use in a still unpublished, but circulated ‘draft’ report.

The incorporation of the time-space dimension is also important for several reasons. First, it
recognises that information objects have a changing historical life, and in addition, the
reconstruction of time and space through modernity, and particularly through the agency of

ICTs, gives information objects new potentiality (for example, data units can be
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immediately ‘served up’ on a website or in an electronic journal, whereas previously,
months or years would pass by before a ship arrived with a copy of an overseas journal for
use in an Australian library). The removal of the friction (Janelle 1969) of time and space
has an immediate impact on the knowledge sharing (from the delayed to the immediate),
and to more widely distributed audiences and uses. Thus, there can be expectations that
material will be available not just within a university network, but downloadable in my
home, or readable online in a municipal library. A positive effect of this change is that ideas
in print or other media can be generated and communicated much more quickly than
before, shaped through the medium of new technologies, and potentially, the capacity to
use technology (word processing, or electronic data recording and transcription) allows for
more efficient and in many respects, accurate, recording and reconfiguring of field data. At
the same time, there may be negative effects of the intrusion of new technology into the
process of knowledge creation: an emphasis upon rapid documentation in preference to
traditional scholarly contemplation can lead to a reinforcement of the *publish or perish’

mentality.

The following two figures explain the Information Continuum. The first is a simplification
of more complex, prior representations, focussing upon the stages of Creation, Capturing,
Organisation, and Pluralisation of information, developed for explaining the Information
Continuum to students. In it, the various stages of information activity intersect with foci at
the individual, collaborative, corporate, and wider societal levels. While not all information
activity needs to involve all stages or foci with different actors, it is a generic representation
of the manipulation of information through different stages with different interests. The
second figure is a modification of the first, now applied to modelling aspects of the various
stages of a qualitative research process, but it could be used to represent other
methodologies as well. 1t should be emphasised that this process is also recursive across
time and space: products and outcomes are reutilised and reconfigured in new ways by
different actors, human and machine. For example, an article can be utilised by a scholar,
drawing upon an online journal, but at the same time a search engine mechanically and
robotically (based on certain design decisions) searches for metadata which is pluralised

through the Internet.
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Figure 4. Information Continuum Processes
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Figure 5. The Research Process Applied to the Information Continuum ‘Cone’
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Chapter conclusions

A traditional literature review process, as well as Grounded Theory, has been essential to
the construction of this thesis. However, in contrast to the viewpoint of Glaser and Strauss,
theory construction, based upon primary data, has not been conducted in isolation from
other theories and concepts. In fact, it would be virtually impossible to consider any form
of social research in a theoretical or experiential vacuum. A constructivist or interpretivist
approach assumes the inevitable existence of different realities on the part of the
interviewer and the interviewee. The overall ontology can in fact incorporate social justice

or other progressive frameworks oriented to social change.

Notwithstanding the importance of such frameworks however, the stepped process and
kinaesthetic experience of a more critically-oriented Grounded Theory was used to ensure a
rigorous assessment and discussion of concepts generated through interviews, recognising
the richness of data for generating new conceptual frameworks to serve as ‘working
hypotheses’ in theory and model formation (see p. 25) . The development of theory was
also compared to the methodology of Miles and Huberman, and the significance of the data
creation stage was highlighted as something otherwise neglected by other theorists. For
them, ‘data’ appears as a fact, rather than a construction out of the interchange of language,
cultural understandings, and the act of transmission (eg as notes recorded during or after
and interview, or a verbatim recording). In fact, the interview between a researcher and the
subject is itself a complex information construction which becomes part of a process of
knowledge creation. Recognition of this complex process resonates with aspects of the
Monash Information Continuum, as an analytical tool for better understanding the process
of data creation, capture, organisation analysis and pluralisation of data. The incorporation
of time and space as real dimensions in this process also better accounts for the positive and
negative effects of new technologies in allowing for the creation and distribution of

information and knowledge in different ways and for different purposes.
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3 What are community-based organisations?

General background

CBOs, as a type of small organisation, are overwhelmingly users of ICTs. According to a
national survey conducted by the Centre for Community Networking Research, Monash
University in October 2002, the proportion of organisations in Australia with at least one
computer was 97%, with access to the Internet, nearly 90%, and with a website 61%
(Centre for Community Networking Research 2003). These figures are in line, and if
anything, in excess of general patterns of computer use and access in business
organisations, the figures being 85%, 74%, and 25% respectively in 2003-2004 (Australian
Bureau of Statistics 2005).

However, the cross-disciplinary and in-depth and interpretive, rather than aggregate study
of CBOs’ utilisation of new technologies in such environments is still in its infancy,
reflective of the general lack of research grounded in the in-depth knowledge and skills
held by community organisations themselves (Our Community Pty Ltd 2003; Stillman and
Stoecker 2005; Stoecker 2005b). For the student of community organisation, community
development, or human services, ‘technology’ is a new domain, while for the researcher in
information management and systems, smaller community organisations are under-
researched. IT theorists have tended to focus on the identification and solution of
immediate technical, economic, and usability problems, rather than querying broader
contextual issues, while organisation theorists have tended to shy away from more robust
analyses of the complex and emergent nature of technology and its relationship to human
agency (Orlikowski and Barley 2001). There appears to be a widespread, if tacit,
assumption that technical applications which may be of use in for-profit business or
governments are naturally of benefit or interest and benefit to community-based
organisations, even though international research shows that technical difficulties, cost, and
maintenance issues are consistently raised as disenabling barriers to connectivity (see, for
example (Office of the e- Envoy 2002; Denison 2003; Department of Communications

Information Technology and the Arts 2005c)). The counterintuitive view, that CBOs are
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capable of assessing what is suitable to their needs and that ‘less is more’ might be the
correct solution for their particular needs, does not appear to have been raised in many
situations (Seedco 2002; Stillman and Stoecker 2005). Consequently, this thesis tries to
provide some new, grounded concepts and theory to inform those working in or researching
community organisations about how new technologies fit into organisational cultures, and
at the same time, to also inform researchers in the field of information management and
systems about the particular characteristics of at least one set of community-based

organisations.

For the non-specialist, the term ‘community development’, as a form of practice that
underlies the activity of many CBOs is unfamiliar, and requires some clarification,
particularly because of international differences in nomenclature. Community development
is also referred to as ‘community organisation’ in the USA. Community development is the
basket of skills implemented through programs of grounded action and research to help and
empower individuals and groups in communities (particularly those with a ‘problem’ as
Stoecker suggests (see p. 4), to engage in self-help and education, or other activities for
social improvement (see p. 66). Community development is also related to social work, but
social work tends to be recognised through particular professional qualifications (such as a
bachelor’s degree) and registration, though this varies not just in Australia, but
internationally. Social work has also been considered to be more oriented to the solution of
problems in individualised or clinical case-work, rather than a socially-oriented change
framework, and the relationship between the two forms of human-centred practice is
subject to considerable debate in the literature (Jones 1998; Ife 2002; Mendes 2003). While
many community development workers do not have specialised training, in places such as
the states of New South Wales or Victoria Australia, for salary purposes, community
development is subject to legal definition. The comprehensive outline of tasks delineated in
such documents demonstrates the involvement of community development workers in not
just support of clients in self help, but, to summarise the keywords used in the Victorian
Salary Award, include a full range of complex administrative, advocacy, communication,

evaluation, liaison, research, evaluation, planning, policy development, and other tasks with
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co-workers and other agencies (2000)**. These tasks increasingly use, and are dependent
upon ICTs.

Historically, CBOs in Australia have regarded services to people as more important than
the accumulation of profit. Surpluses are ordinarily returned to the organisation, rather than
distributed as dividends to members. Members of CBOs include their boards or committees
of management, paid and non-paid staff, volunteers, and ordinary fee-paying supporters, so
that ideally, a true body corporate exists, something quite different from government or
commercial enterprises. Of course, the pressure to cover costs and reinvest surplus means
that ‘the bottom line’ is increasingly important for many organisations, but the motive to
make profit is not primary. Instead, their motivation most often revolves around the
amelioration of particular human needs (in health, religion, education, and recreation),
leading to particular cultural patterns and styles of operation. These patterns and their
underpinning values interact and affect their work with other agencies, and by implication,
their usage of information and communications technologies (ICTs) for information and

knowledge transactions.

Lyons has commented:

Members [of CBOs] have rather different expectations of an organisation than do shareholders or
conventional owners who expect to benefit financially from their investment. Because they are
generally the product of peoples’ enthusiasms or commitments, non-profits are strongly value

driven. This often makes their governance lively and contested. Because they do not have as their

5 The New South Wales Social and Community Services Award (2001) of the New South Wales Industrial
Relations Commission, Section 13.5.3(a) has a long and comprehensive definition of community
development, summarised as ‘working with a community (as defined) to address issues, needs and problems
for that community through facilitating collective solutions’. According to the same Award, Section 2,
Community Development Worker ‘shall mean a person employed to assess the needs of the community,
stimulate community involvement in meeting those needs and implement programmes and, in particular,
education programmes’. On the other hand, the Victorian Award distinguishes between qualified and
unqualified community development workers (including workers in Neighbourhood Houses, as well as
indigenous community development workers: Victorian Social and Community Services Award (2000) of the
Australian Industrial Relations Commission ( Section 13.5.2(b): ‘Qualified Community Development Worker
means an employee engaged in community development work (as defined) who holds a post-secondary
qualification in community work, community education, multicultural or ethnic studies, aboriginal studies,
urban studies, community or welfare administration (however titled) or a related and relevant post-secondary
qualification from a post-secondary educational institution’. An unqualified community development worker
is defined as one doing the same work without such qualifications. An indigenous community development
worker is qualified by reason of life experience, or indigenous culture and language, including ethnicity for
purposes of working with ethnic communities.
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major goal obtaining the largest possible return on funds invested, their performance is hard to

evaluate. (Lyons 1999)

Lyons’ observations suggest that cultures of amelioration or social good, based upon a
social altruism are also based upon particular cultural patterns with deep roots in particular
communities’ experiences and histories as well as changing conceptions by government of
its own human services responsibilities, at least in Australia (Jakubowicz 1988; Lewis and
Lewis 2001).

However, community organisations, particularly those in Victoria, have been through a
period of great change during a period when government (the key funder) has developed a
new relationship with the sector. The term *social enterprise’ has come into use to describe
CBOs that while motivated by people-centred values, are increasingly orientated to be
surplus oriented, leading to a change from the traditional people-first orientation (Dart
2004). Values disagreements or conflict are of course endemic to any form of organisation
or business. But in terms of the community sector, one discussion of non-profits in
Australia characterises the current problem as one in which the philosophy of people-
centred values have come into conflict with managerialist techniques that characterise
human services as a series of ‘inputs’ and ‘outputs’, rather than an emphasis on ‘means’

rather than accountable ‘ends’ (Jackson and Donovan 1999).

Internationally, the roots of such a philosophy in government go back at least to the 1980s
with the rise of Programmatic Based Budgeting in Australia, and in USA the (Demaocratic)
‘Reinventing Government Movement’, supported the notion that government’s role was to
steer rather than row (Osbourne and Gaebler 1992; Costar and Economou 1999). Locally,
managerialist philosophies which go under the labels of *‘New Public Management’,
‘Economic Rationalism’, or just ‘managerialism’, have been particularly influential in an
era of privatisation, competitive tendering, and outsourcing of welfare and social services,
via which many welfare agencies lose their independence as government contractors, such
as that found during the 1990s in the State of Victoria (Whitwell 1998; Adams 2004).

David Adams has convincingly made the point that much of this particular philosophy of

government has been strongly self-referential and authoritarian: discourse has been framed
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as a form of expert, rational knowledge, to the frequent exclusion of other challenging or
risky ideas, thus confirming Kuhn’s observation about exclusionary paradigms (though in

this case, not a scientific, but governance community). Adams observes:

Communities are always tricky in public policy because unlike individuals, the nature of agency
is much more complex with communities...Community knowledge is often place-based and this
conjuncture between the temporal and spatial elements of knowledge generation is not something
well-understood in public policy (Adams 2004: 37-38).

Adams’ reference to place-based ‘community knowledge’ is interesting, and extremely
useful in developing a key theme of the thesis. Following Day’s approach, when Adams
speaks of ‘knowledge’ in its time/space context, he is referring to the particular, culturally
embedded constructions of information as well as knowledge that are *affective’ and
‘responsive’ (Day 2001a).

Such a self-referential framework helps to explain the limitations of government policy,
despite the election of a Labor social-democratic government in Victoria in 1999.
According to Wiseman, there has been ‘little substantive shift’ in government philosophies
despite the move from a conservative so social-democratic administration (Wiseman 2005).
Only the rhetoric has changed, with statements about ‘community building” and
‘consultation’, leaving critics unsatisfied. In a volume published to coincide with a
conference hosted by the Brotherhood of St Laurence, a major welfare organisation, in
conjunction with the Centre for Public Policy at Melbourne University in May 2005, critics
of such rhetoric made their views known (Smyth, Reddel et al. 2005). At the conference the
Deputy Premier of Victoria announced a new ‘place-based’ focus in community services,
with an emphasis on local governance. The idea of place-based management, in which
there is an increased emphasis on the relationship between effective management and local
community to achieve outputs, is gaining increasing currency in welfare circles (Green and
Zappala 2005). The Secretary of the Department of Victorian Communities, the major
government department involved with community engagement, also announced six key

principles, at the same conference including:

e Viewing the world through the lens of the clients, be they individuals, families or
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communities (client focussed principle).
. Developing a simpler or single face of government locally (principle of place).

«  Shifting from government controlling and directing the delivery of services to

government playing the role of facilitator and enabler (principle of enabling).

o  Devolution of service planning and delivery to the local level (principle of

subsidiarity).

e  Developing cross sectoral approaches to addressing social opportunities and
problems through partnerships between Governments, community agencies and the

corporate sector (principle of partnership).

e  Harnessing the capacity of local leaders and entrepreneurs (principle of local capacity
and ownership) (Blacher 2005).

Other papers in the Brotherhood of St Laurence volume outlined the emergence of a new
community-focussed discourse and policy focus for government (and a new, socially-
focussed jargon), seeking to develop social cohesion and community partnerships in
response to the excesses of neo-liberalism. One new term in currency is ‘associational

governance’, in which:

Local governance systems, including public, private, and civil sectors are seen to be crucial in
addressing disadvantage and social processes generating the exclusion of citizens from social,

economic, political and community participation (Smyth, Reddel et al. 2005: 40).

The new rhetoric emphasises ‘joined-up government’, place-based service delivery, and the
creation of regional structures for coordination between the different levels of government
and the community. In contrast to previous philosophies, consultation with community is
not seen as an end in itself. Effective engagement is also achieved through collaboration.
Top-down managerialist methods do not work in community building (Smyth, Reddel et al.
2005: 4). The same message was also made clear in testimony to a parliamentary inquiry

from one lobby group for local government, the Victorian Local Governance Association:
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For us, it is also about engaging citizenship. It is not about volunteerism. It is not about meetings
on Thursday nights at town halls to find out what people want—and then no-one comes. It is
about genuine authentic tools and methods to find how we might engage communities stronger in
debates about their own future. While some of that might sound like feel-good stuff, the evidence
at the moment is that local government after local government has embraced community
planning. It has used it to inform its own strategic planning and used it as a deliberate tool to be

part of its own strengthening agenda with its own communities (Rowe and Murrell 2005: 3).

Whatever the specific outcomes (which only time can tell), at a discourse level, Reddel
anticipates a key theme of this thesis with his identification of an ‘instrumental ensemble’
with a “‘mix of policy, discourse, negotiation, and arbitration structures that can negotiate
the complexity of political, social, and economic life’, at the local, particularly network
level (Reddel 2005: 197-199). Following Nikolas Rose (Rose and Miller 1992), he
identifies this ensemble, as a set of technologies, a means of governance. But Reddel’s
analysis is essentially about administrative and managerial processes and procedures. The
vehicle through which they are increasingly conducted—and which helps to shape them,
ICTs—is not acknowledged as an influential part of that instrumental ensemble that

consumes resources, time, and skills.

Thus, critically, the exploration of the dimensions of the connection between
methodological or process technologies, and the tools with which they may be made —
material technologies, such as ICTs, is absent. What is missing from recent discussions (at
least in Australia), despite nearly a decade of exposure to new forms of technology, is any
sophisticated study of how these new technologies have affected the process of governance,
particularly in the drive towards localised, place-based, ‘joined-up’ service delivery, which
depends upon communication and coordination through new technologies. Research and
policy development remains focussed on governance policy, and there is an absence of a
conceptual frame and set of tools to describe and understand the relationship between ICTs
and governance technology about information and knowledge construction that occurs in
CBOs. Without a better understanding of the cultural, organisational, or other social factors,
in addition to hard infrastructure issues, there is a danger that many CBOs will be left

behind in the drive to develop ‘joined-up’ government and community services.
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Gronlund provides some international context for this problem. Echoing Habermas (see p.
88), he argues that there is an increasing theoretical and discourse dominance by the
rationalizing and expert administrative sphere of government over political (or
representative interests), and civil society interests (where CBOs are located). The very
nature of technology is both hard to understand and change by politicians (and civil
society), while the increasing use of technology in e-government only leads to increased
imbalance in favour of administrative, rather than broader community interests (Grénlund
2005).

As a consequence, governments and other agencies that have adapted to new technologies
have difficulty in coming to terms with competing, people-oriented agendas in community-
based organisations, even if it is believed that technology may be of assistance. Intangibles
such as improvement in personal relationships, lifestyle, or personal goodwill are seen as
linked to effective use of ICTs, though what is meant by ‘effective use’ is subject to debate
(Gurstein 2003; Stillman 2005).

Characteristics of community-based organisations

Are there any essential characteristics of CBOs, at least in the Australian context? 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).

The study of such characteristics and the relationship of what happens in organisations by
‘making work visible’ (Suchman 1995) through the vehicle of workplace understandings
of, and intersections with, technology is key to this thesis. However, the work of welfare

and community organisations is not the same as that of other white-collar organisations.
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Non-profit or community services organisations, since the early days of white settlement in
Australia, have been important in the delivery of welfare and social support services. They
are also a significant sector in the economy as a whole, deriving at least 30% of their
income from government overall, though many organisations are almost entirely dependent
on government support. At least 6.4% of the Australian population (over 600,000 people)
work in the sector. They contributed $21 billion, or 3.3% of the country’s Gross Domestic
Product in 1999-2000, rising to $30 billion or 4.7% of GDP when free services are
included. The contribution of volunteers is estimated to come to 704.1 million hours of
voluntary work. Overall, the relative size of the sector is similar to that of the USA and
larger than that in the UK and many other European Countries (Australian Bureau of
Statistics 2001b; Australian Bureau of Statistics 2001a; Philanthropy Australia 2003).

Furthermore, one of the complexities of researching and discussing the activities of non-
profits in Australia or elsewhere is definitional. The research by DiMaggio and Anheier,
while focussed on non-profits in the USA, speaks of ‘balkanised literatures on specific
industries and organizational data sets with neglected measures of legal form’, replete with
ideologically and culturally-loaded terminology (DiMaggio and Anheier 1990), and their
research has continued to demonstrate the great complexity of researching a heterogeneous
sector in the USA (DiMaggio, Weiss et al. 2002). Problems also arise in providing a
definition in Australia, with its history of greater government engagement and funding for
social support. The term ‘non-profit” includes, according to the Australian Bureau of
Statistics (ABS), educational and research organisations, culture and recreation, social
services, health, professional associations and unions, and all other non-profits, a much
broader category than the particular interest of this thesis. Thus, as long ago as 1992, Lyons
indicated that ABS’s industry division of ‘community services’ was much too broad and
should focus on welfare services within the community sector (Lyons 1992). However,
Considine has indicated that the inclusion of such organisations as large health
organisations or mutual funds is also problematic, when the function and purpose of such
organisations is clearly and logically different to small voluntary (and community-based)
organisations (Considine 2003). Indeed, to again point out the complexity of the problem,
ABS includes administrative components of government concerned with the delivery of
community services (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2001b).
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However, the comprehensive research of Lyons into non-profits in Australia has provided
some definitional refinement and clarity, reflecting his research into what he says are

industry ideas about the constitution of the community services industry:

[Community organisation] refers to small third sector organisations operating in a limited
geographical area. They may include member-benefit as well as public benefit organisations
(Lyons 2001: 9).

The idea of a particular geographic reach, particularly into a local community, is
particularly relevant to Neighbourhood and Community Houses, the particular focus of
research in this thesis. Neighbourhood Houses reach across several areas of service to their
community, engaging in community and adult education (including training in, and access
to ICTs), the arts, employment skills development, and community development. CBOs
such as Neighbourhood Houses or community technology centres such as those run around
Australia by the Smith Family, a large charitable network, are increasingly important in
providing opportunities for low-income families (parents, and young people) to gain
electronic skills necessary for social participation (for example, being able to email a local
council, claim social support benefits online, or engage in on-line banking), or at school.
Many low-income people cannot afford a computer at home, and such low-cost, supported
community access points are critical for their electronic social participation (McLaren and
Zappala 2003; Muir 2004). Lyons suggests that this mixture of purposes and relationships
(for example, with different funding bodies and constituencies) is characteristic of the

hybridity of non-profits in Australia (Lyons 2001: 11).

In addition, the concept of community is frequently associated with a sense of
‘communion’, shared values and network ties, and this matrix of strong and weak ties
which contribute to both the reinforcement of local connections and broader associations
(Granovetter 1973). The communal base is frequently used in the field of community
development as a resource for action or as the basis for other interventions. Furthermore,
these understandings are now applied to the study of virtual communities where a new
compound term, ‘community network’ has developed, to account for a multifarious range
of use of ICTs for community development in physical, place-based and virtual settings, or

a mix between the two (Lennie 2002). Such networks represent a hybrid social-technical
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network, in which technology is seen to have, and is ‘delegated’ a constituent role in
constituting relationships (Law 2001).

Such hybridity is also of interest to the researcher, since it indicates the many different
pressures at work in service delivery, indicating that the use of technology in CBOs may
also be subject to a range of competing interests and priorities. This may particularly be the
case, given the importance of new technologies in service delivery to government,
reflecting the transformation of many formerly separate organisations into networked
service groupings, with the potential for new communities of practitioners working in ways
that did not exist before (Gould 2003).

Chapter conclusions

CBOs such as Neighbourhood Houses are an essential part of the support network in many
communities. They provide a linkage between both the private and public spheres of life
(see also p. 71), and are particularly seen by government as a means to connect locally, at a
time of policy change towards ‘place-based’ initiatives. Community development workers,
placed in Neighbourhood Houses, have specialised skills in supporting members of the
community to enhance their lives, but at the same time, are engaged in a full range of

administrative, policy, and other forms of communication with related organisations.

Given the importance of CBOs as instruments of social policy and community
development, a set of key questions underlie this thesis. What is the place of technology in
facilitating information and knowledge flows at the most local level, in community-based
organisations, as extensions (through funding and policy) of government social policy?
How do people on the ground themselves understand those technological relationships?
What bodies of theory can help us to better understand the process of ‘governance’ as it
affects people and technology artifacts, as an ‘instrumental ensemble’ of processes and
behaviours embedded in particular organisational environments? What new theories can be

generated to help inform CBOs, government, and stakeholders?

The study of Neighbourhood Houses it is hoped, will satisfy aspects of these questions.
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4 What are Neighbourhood Houses?

The perspective of Neighbourhood Houses

The following screenshot is from the site of Association of Community Houses and
Learning Centres, Inc (ANHLC), (www.anhlc.asn.au), and is indicative of the hybrid
activities, including community-based computer and Internet training and support which
Neighbourhood Houses undertake in their community development roles.

E2What is a N'hood House? - Mozilla Firefox - 10| %]
File Edit Wiew Go Bookmarks Tools Help o @
*Q |$' 3 3 @ ﬁ H a @ http: /e anhlc,asn. aujwhatisnb.html th L @) of the Community Development Society
Elnbox ETales of Latham: time ta move on, says 5., |C What is a Mhood House? g
What is a Neighbourhood House? [
q m 4
e |
Neighbourhood Houses are known by many different names, These names include:
& Community Houses
* Living and Learning Centres
e Meighbourhood Centres
* |earning Centres
YWhatever the name these places are local organisations that provide social, educational and recreational
activities for their communities in a welcoming supportive environment.
Heighbourhood houses are managed by wolunteer committess and paid staff, They offer many opportunities for wolunteer participation
in all aspects of the house activities and management.
Good quality affordable childcare and playgroups are offered at most houses,
Activities are generally run at low or no cost to participants, Activities offered could include:
# Englizh as a second language
® Handling credit for people with disabilities
® Children’s art clazses
* Gentle exercise for ower 50°s
* Yoga
® Men’s health and well-being
& Linging
* Gardening
® |ntroduction to computers
® |nternet and email access
® Car mechanics for wamen =
* And much more!!
Click on Find one for contact details of your nearest housze or centre, ﬂ
Done Jldle |’£J'_'J:JEJ:J"|£JEJ'_‘J‘_’J|‘_EJ_—|—‘|‘@é

Figure 6. What is a Neighbourhood House www.anhlc.asn.au (June 2006)
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Furthermore, the description of Neighbourhood House activity outlined on p. 14 shows the
grass-roots connection between Neighbourhood Houses and their activity. In mid-June
2005 there were approximately 375 Neighbourhood Houses in the State of Victoria,
constituting over one-third of like organisations in Australia. In New South Wales,
Neighbourhood Houses were set up as early as 1961; in Victoria, they were established as a
community-based education and support service in the early 1970s. The first peak network
was established in 1978 and was known as CHAOS (a name perhaps aptly chosen in that
era), to become ANHLC in 1979 (Bullen 1997; Humphrage 2005).

The qualifier ‘approximate’” with respect to Neighbourhood House numbers in Victoria has
been used because of the loose arrangements within the Neighbourhood House sector: not
all Neighbourhood Houses are funded by government, and not all Houses are members of
peak associations such as the ANHLC. There is no legal restriction upon use of the term
‘Neighbourhood House’, ‘Learning Centre’, ‘Community Centre’, unlike ‘Citizens’ Advice
Bureau’ or “‘Community Information Centre’, the official names of a related network of
social support agencies. This openness to community appropriation reflects the democratic
and inclusive temper of the movement. According to information provided by the ANHLC,
375 Houses in Victoria are on its database, though it is highly likely that there are other,
community organisations with no affiliation. Of the 375 Houses on the database, at least
308 are financial members of the ANHLC™.

Unlike Citizens Advice Bureaus (now called Community Information Centres) which also
had their origins in the 1970s (Williamson 1984), Neighbourhood Houses have moved
away from a volunteer management model to one which accepts the need for professional
coordination. The vast majority are self-managed through Committees of Management,
though some are managed by their local council. Many own their own facilities, while

others have premises supported by, or allocated by local government.

Neighbourhood Houses are organised into six regional networks, each with a part-time
government-funded network support worker, who supports information sharing and other

activities. The numbers of Houses now in existence far exceed the 193 in Financial Year

18 Phone data from ANHLC, 27 June 2005.
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1990/1991, with a constant 264 in the period 1993/1994- 1999/2000, after which funds
were again invested in the movement by the new Labor state government, leading to an
expansion in Neighbourhood House numbers to the approximate 375 in 2005 (Permezel
2001: 60).

Combining aspects of formal and informal structures, networks such as those established by
Neighbourhood Houses offer opportunities for communication, use of resources, and other
activities. Networks are seen to preserve a certain flexibility and informality as well as a
particular value set, and as such, can also act to assist, constrain or limit relationships
though their bridging and bonding activity (Stokman 2001: 10510). When referring to
Neighbourhood Houses as a network, it is useful to see this structure in two ways. First,
networks operate as an informal set of organic relationships and behaviours that are created
between individuals and the organisations they work in. Such networks can exist at an
interpersonal level, or work across time and space via different technologies (for example,
via postal mail, fax, phone and email). Identification of such networks can be sustained not
just through ordinary communication, but the conduct of particular rituals or the wearing of
particular items of clothing and other decorations as a manner of group identification and
cohesion. Such behaviour is of course familiar from many other voluntary associations (for
example, lawn bowls clubs, Masons) and more formal organisations (schools, many
businesses, the armed services). Thus, many Neighbourhood House workers wear a
particular brooch (it resembles a house), denoting their years of service and at the Annual
Conference, singing, dancing, and recounting of ‘war stories’ are used to reinforce group

cohesion and identification®’.

Second, networks can also refer to formal structures (regional and funded Neighbourhood
House Networks), set up for specific purposes, and these too can use different technologies.
Furthermore, people who work in and participate in Neighbourhood Houses are members
of multiple personal communities and networks, as family members, parents or children, or
linked into other workplaces and connections. This mixture of network technologies and

human relationships is very characteristic of CBOs, and such networks are used to provide

17| attended the 2005 Annual Conference was quite moved by the highly enjoyable group ritual of singing,
dancing, and sharing of stories.
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what Our Community has called “The Third Chance’, the network of connections supported
by CBOs that supports disadvantaged people beyond the connections of family and
workplace (Our Community Pty Ltd 2003: 7).

The current (as of 2005) Victorian State government objective for Neighbourhood Houses
is adumbrated in a number of policy statements, which contain information about
government’s views on ICTs in community development and community education. During
the conservative Liberal-National Parties’ administration from 1993-99, a host of
community support services were cut and rationalised (Costar and Economou 1999), but
since the election of the Labor Government in Victoria in 1999, funding and support for
Neighbourhood Houses has significantly increased, reflecting renewed government
commitment to a ‘core universal service central to supporting all members of the Victorian
community, particularly those who are vulnerable or isolated’ (Family and Community
Support Branch. Community Care Division. Victorian Government Department of Human
Services 2002: v).

Most, but not all, receive core funding for coordination assistance from the Community
Care division of Department of Human Services, though in early 2005, responsibility for
them was transferred to the Department of Victorian Communities. 336 Houses received
$9,239,000 from the Department of Human Services in 2003/4, and this level of funding is
guaranteed for 2004/5 and 2005/6 with adjustments for inflation and wage increases. In
May 2006, funding was massively increased by the State Government, to $27.8 million
dollars (Department of Human Services (Victoria) 2006) . A formula arrangement is used
to fund each house by coordination hour. Each coordination hour is matched by two service
hours, and coordinators work between 12-40 hours, though the majority of workers are

employed on a part-time basis (Humphrage 2005).

Other funding for particular programs is obtained, for example, from the Adult, Community
and Further Education Division of the State’s Department of Education, and through
modest student fees for courses, philanthropic trusts, fundraising, and support by local
businesses. Ninety percent of Houses receive direct or in-kind support from local

government, with 71% receiving recurrent funding, though the details of funding
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arrangements vary greatly, from $30,000 in some inner Melbourne municipalities to $1,400
in small rural shires. Affiliated and funded Neighbourhood Houses are organised at three
levels (Humphrage 2005: 1):

. First through the AHNLC as a peak representative body

e Neighbourhood House Networks, with a funded worker to assist in coordination

between Houses at community, regional, and municipal levels

. Neighbourhood House and Centres themselves, as community owned/managed

organisations (though some are also council managed)

Humphrage’s recent study of Neighbourhood Houses argues that in fact, Neighbourhood
Houses can increasingly contribute to community building through a particular style of
practice that is ‘facilitative, developmental, and fundamentally relies on strong and
inclusive relationships within the House/Centre and with the wider community’
(Humphrage 2005: 21).

Very recently, a Committee of the Victorian Parliament, citing this researcher’s own
testimony as well as that of others, has reinforced the view that Neighbourhood Houses
play a significant role in new communities, including developing social and technological
capacity (Outer Suburban/Interface Services and Development Committee 2006: Chapter
6).

Some of the dimensions of that capacity are explored in this thesis through the exploration
of the world views of Neighbourhood House workers in their use and understandings of

ICTs in such work.

Community development perspectives

From the community development perspective, Neighbourhood Houses function as locales
for *solidarity and agency’, in which solidarity represents deeply held bonds, brought to
fruition through human agency. Neighbourhood Houses facilitate key aspects of
community development, including the fulfilment of three core tasks of community
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development: self-help, felt-needs, and increased participation in family and community
networks. The effective conjunction of these tasks leads to agency and capacity on the part
of participants (Bhattacharyya 1995). The idea of “solidarity and agency’ at the core of
community life also provides a less restricted dimension to the idea of community since it
transcends geographic limitations, and can incorporate more dispersed, including virtual

affiliations. Day and Schuler also place agency at the core of community action, where:

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)

Of course, while community organisations can be the bedrock of communities and over-
stretched, they can continue to be constrained by their structural relationships with funding
authorities, boards, and other holders of authority and resources, resulting in calling the
piper’s tune, rather than a process of authentic and free-flowing community development
(Stoecker 1996; Ife 2002: 164-166). And of course, like any other form of social
organisation, internal politics and power plays can make life in CBOs messy and unstable
(Lewis and Lewis 2001; Bullen n.d.: 68 ).

Another way of viewing the ‘placement’ of Neighbourhood Houses in a variety of network
relationships, subject to bureaucratic and political constraints is to use the classic typology
of Rothman and Tropman, developed as a means of understanding the opportunities and
constraining factors in American community development (Rothman and Tropman 1970;
Rothman 1972). Their framework can be applied to the analysis of many forms of
community-based activity, including community and race relations (Rothman 1972;
Batrouney and Stillman 1993). Rothman and Tropman’s models contextualise some of the
opportunities and constraints under which much community development work is

undertaken.

Model A, or Locality development, most frequently refers to community change strategies
pursued at the grass-roots level, through as wide a range of people as possible. This is one
of the most familiar manifestations of community development, including philosophies and
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strategies of self-help, and empowerment. Such functions are important to understanding
the community enabling work of Neighbourhood Houses. ICTs in this context provide
skills and knowledge for people to participate more effectively as informed and capable
citizens. The development of human agency for problem-solving and action is critical (pace
Bhattacharyya and Giddens), and underpins what is also known as participatory or
collaborative research (Stillman 2005; Stoecker 2005b).

Model B includes a social planning approach, which ‘emphasizes a technical process of
problem-solving with regard to substantive social problems’ (Rothman and Tropman 1970:
22). Such techniques are those that may be applied by social planning staff and managers in
local government, academics, or at a state government level, those responsible for policy
development and funding programs. Investments in ICTs by government for community
organisations can be seen as an attempt to further extend technical problem-solving and
administrative and information or knowledge management processes into the community
sector. Bhattacharyya suggests that this form of community development can be highly
deterministic and “agency robbing’, imposing solutions on a community. Model B reflects a
rationalising positivism which imposes the views and methods of the expert or bureaucrat
upon the subject, whether or not the subject community of an “intervention’ actually feels
and understands the problem in the same way. The bureaucratic-technical Weltanschauung
of Model B can be seen to come into opposition with Model A—what the ‘community
want” and what ‘bureaucrats want’ are not always the same thing—and the language and

techniques in which each are expressed do not always move along parallel pathways either.

Model C includes social action approaches to community, such as neighbourhood and
community advocacy and direct action. Such an activist, (and frequently oppositional
stance), constitutes the critical community development stance proposed by Ife, and used
by such influential (and for some, notorious) exponents as Saul Alinsky in the USA
(Horwitt 1989). The ANHLC for example, has a mandated advocacy and action role on
behalf of its members, though this is tempered with the caution of being funded by

government.
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The intersection of these three models can be used to analyse the situation of
Neighbourhood Houses (as with many other types of CBO). The various dimensions of
community development have been subjected to enormous pressure in recent times, subject
to changing policies and relationships with different levels of Australian governments
(local, state, and federal). Thus, as observed in the previous chapter, the decline of
Keynsian welfare and support and its replacement by market-oriented neo-liberalism has
put pressure on the capacity of agencies to act independently. CBOs such as
Neighbourhood Houses can therefore become the spaces in which the intersection between
private and public spheres is increasingly bureaucratised in the context of community
building, used by the state as “‘gap-fillers’ in the provision of social services (Stillman and
Stoecker 2004).

Using Rothman and Tropman’s typology, community development is thus viewed by
government seen as an instrument for rationalised policy goals (taking up Model B), rather
than Rothman and Tropman’s Model A or C. Using Bhattacharyya’s formulation, neo-
liberalism, for all its emphasis on choice and individual capacity, therefore potentially
undermines the capacity of many CBOs to independently create capacity and social

solidarity.

However, governments with a reform, rather than strict neo-liberal agenda have
demonstrated an interest in renegotiating relationships, based on an interest in community
intermediaries such as Neighbourhood Houses in that they can “help develop stronger
linkages between government agencies and neighbourhood institutions and can build
capacity to solve human services problems at the grassroots level’ (Poole and Colby 2002:
143).

Community development has also been enriched through the insights of feminism and
gender studies. Research into Neighbourhood Houses has clearly documented the influence
of feminist perspectives in the movement (Permezel 2001). Adopting a perspective from
feminist geography (Massey 1994), itself drawing upon the work of Harvey (1989), and
Hagerstrand in space-time geography (see p.158ff.), institutions such as Neighbourhood

Houses are seen as places firmly located in spatial local communities, at the intersection
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between the public and private spheres. Neighbourhood Houses are “bundles’ or
‘containers’ (Hagerstrand 1970; Hagerstrand 1975) of particular, socially-constructed
action and experience in the routine lives of people mapped to particular time and space
settings. While it is well known that in the world of men the cross-over between home and
‘the office’ is found in informal settings such as the local pub or bar, there has been much
less interest in the reality of ‘proximate’ spaces for women in the intersection between
home and the rest of society, though Neighbourhood Houses constitute one of these

informal spaces where social capital is built and exchanged (Down and Taylor 2003).

Public spaces such as Neighbourhood Houses are consequently drawn into the mix of
private and community communication and activity. This occurs at the liminal boundary of
interaction with public authorities where more formalised communicative frameworks and
more distant normative and judgemental frameworks are encountered through interactions
with state institutions, particularly in the welfare area (Stillman and Stoecker 2004).
Feminist research also argues that the “‘enacted’ citizenship of many women is still located
in specific geographic spaces, particularly in disadvantaged communities (Hanson and Pratt
1995). There are core reasons for this place-based phenomenon. Many women are time-
constrained because of social reproduction and care responsibilities, but frequently,
especially in low-income communities, geographically-constrained by lack of private
transport or poor public transport. Private space is overwhelmingly identified with the
informal process of social reproduction (family, child-rearing, aged care, helping the sick).
Using Hagerstrand’s language, we can say many people (predominantly women) are caught
in particular time-space ‘bundles’ and ‘tubes’ through which activity is conducted
(Hagerstrand 1970). The free time they have can only be *spent’ in local neighbourhoods.
Furthermore, since the process of social reproduction is largely dominated by women, the
helping, skilling, and communication services offered by Neighbourhood Houses are of
most interest to those whose lives are located around particular streets, neighbourhoods and

communities.

Neighbourhood Houses can be consequently interpreted as ‘sites of enaction’ (Permezel
2001: 57ff), in which the private world of home and care (overwhelmingly performed by

women) is brought to bear upon the face of public citizenship and interaction. Rather than
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functioning as an impersonal centre operating according to a rationalising agenda such as
found in more formal educational or support settings, Neighbourhood Houses bring the

private and public spheres together.

Such a perspective is familiar from more abstract areas of social theory. Habermas speaks
of the ‘colonization of the lifeworld’ the world of everyday meanings and understandings,
and the *public sphere’, with its complex and pervasive systems of dominant ideologies,
power and control through systemic reproduction (Habermas 1974; Habermas 1984),
reminiscent of Heidegger’s critique (Heidegger 1977) of technological modernity. This
perspective also echoes that of Foucault’s critique of classic juridical theory. Foucault
criticises the assumption that all citizens possess transactional powers and rights, when the
reality is something otherwise—the poor, the infirm (and women) are dominated by power

structures which disable their effective conduct as citizens (Foucault and Gordon 1980).

These insights into the intersection of different life spheres also suggest that the intersecting
relationships in which Neighbourhood House work is placed can also be ones filled with
tension, characteristic of the struggle for many community-based organisations to maintain
a balance between what could be called Rothman’s Model A ‘locality’ focus, with their
interest in authentic communication, in contrast to their co-option (by reason of funding
arrangements) as agencies of planned social control and development (Rothman’s Model
B).

Due to such constraints, the type of activism or community engagement that appeals to
many women is directly related to a preference for action, set in part-time work, located
locally, and oriented to home-based activities such as child-rearing. For men who do not fit
into traditional post-school learning structures, the informal learning opportunities offered
by Neighbourhood Houses are closer to home and non-judgmental, and they offer the

opportunity for socialisation and companionship.

The Australian perspective developed by Permezel is one also supported by research
elsewhere, such as that by Stall and Stoecker (1998), who argue that the role of gender in
what they term ‘community organizing’ (the American term for community development),

has been overlooked by scholars until recently, notwithstanding controversies about the
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danger of applying essentialist categories to gender (Martin 2002). It remains a continuing
fact that men’s and women’s needs and styles in community development are frequently
different. Thus, Permezel noted a derision of Neighbourhood Houses in the 1990s in some
parts of the bureaucracy (during the peak of neo-liberalism), with Neighbourhood Houses
being cited in one report as places where ‘a bunch of women who do macramé’, with “feral
committees of management’ according to one bureaucrat. It is clear that (male) bureaucrats
gave little credence to activities with social and community bonding outcomes, trite as their
content might seem to privileged, middle-class outsiders (Permezel 2001:192 ). Similar

stories arose during the interviews conducted for this thesis (see also p. 220).

Given the lack of recognition and undervaluing of the social dimensions of the frequently
gendered ‘enacted” world of Neighbourhood Houses, a fascinating research question is how
much ICTs have been able to bridge the hitherto invisible, gendered, and bounded locality
of CBOs such as a Neighbourhood Houses into less-bounded world of asynchronous (but
potentially bonded) virtual network relationships and information exchanges with outsiders
in the “public sphere’? How possible is it to make this hitherto largely unknown and
invisible use of ICTs visible, pace Suchman (1995; Wellman 2001)?

A more recent critique of community development has incorporated elements of
structuration theory (Hustedde and Ganowicz 2002). The discussion here anticipates a
much more detailed examination of structuration theory in later chapters, but a number of
key points can be raised here. The authors note that community development as an inter-
disciplinary academic and practice field lacks an integrated theory, particularly around the
issues of structure, power, and shared meaning, including the relationship between micro
and macro levels of social activity. With its focus on empirical data and activity, the
community development profession has ‘many practitioners who want to dispense with
theory and “get down to earth”” (2002: 2).

Three relatively unintegrated groups of theory have been particularly influential, in their
opinion. The first they identify as Parsonian structural functionalism, with its emphasis
upon system maintenance (see p. 129). This influential body of theory has provided insight

into how structures and organisations work, but little insight into the process of change.
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The structural functional approach can be identified with at least the first two categories
developed by Rothman and Tropman (see p. 67). Second, they identify theories of power
and conflict, which while useful in understanding and bringing about change at the macro
level (for example, political change, or social movements), has not proved useful in
understanding the mundane and ordinary process of life—the “invisible’, gendered world of
social reproduction, for example. These issues, as we shall see, are particularly familiar
from Marxist critical sociology (see p. 119). Third, they suggest that while symbolic
interactionism and other constructivist frameworks, familiar from Blumer, Goffman and
others (Goffman 1997; Blumer 1998), have provided considerable insight into micro-level
interactions, the body of theory has little integration into theories which strive to understand

the macro level across relations of production, class, power or gender.

What Hustedde and Ganowicz find particularly important for community development
theory and practice is that structuration theory offers an integrated and dynamic means to
understand the process of community development, which emphasises organic growth, the
development of cooperative behaviour, and problem-solving within particular communities,
within the context of greater, societal enabling and constraining forces. The following
insightful comment can be elaborated with respect to the work of Neighbourhood Houses
and similar organisations in the following way, prior to a more detailed analysis of
structuration theory:

Coming back to the community development profession and its key concerns, Giddens' model is
perhaps best suited to grasp how social agency is exercised and solidarity established amid and
often against the existing structural divisions of society. Modalities represent the level whereby
solidarity is established by people following the symbolic norms and patterns available to them
based on their cultures and traditions. Behavior is neither haphazard nor merely a reflection of the
existing social structure and its divisions, but it follows certain paths (modalities) established and
available to people through the cultural patterns. Similarly, new rules of behavior also occur
through the medium of modalities, in this instance their creative redefinition. This is how the
existing divisions can be overcome and new bonds between people forged. For this to take place,
a genuine social creativity is necessary, meaning people coming up with solutions and ideas that
simultaneously draw on their cultural traditions (common reference point) and transcend those, as
a basis for new bonds, new patterns of solidarity to be put into place. (Hustedde and Ganowicz
2002: 10)
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Such a picture of structuration recognises the dominance of creative, rather than
rationalising philosophies in the life of CBOs, linked into the development of structural

principles around social solidarity.

Chapter conclusions

This chapter has provided some contextual empirical and theoretical background about the
work of Neighbourhood Houses. Neighbourhood Houses, at least in Victoria, are present in
many communities. They provide a full range of community development, support, and
informal education activities to young and old people. As community-managed
organisations, they rely upon strong linkages with their local communities, and at the same

time, they play a key role in community development activities in their local communities.

From the perspective of community development, Neighbourhood Houses function as
agencies which provide enacted ‘solidarity and agency’ (see p. 66) to local communities.
The literature also shows a variety of viewpoints about the different purposes of community
development and its relationship to different sectors, such as government. From the
perspective of Rothman and Tropman in particular, Neighbourhood Houses can be seen to
negotiate a role between at least three key purposes. The first is place-based local
community support, very familiar from the many different sorts of support, problem-
solving and educational programs that they run. Secondly, they have a community
advocacy role. The third function or purpose, is that of an agency caught up in the planning
and development processes, subject to various technically and rationally oriented pressures,
particularly those from government. This latter position, as an agency that is at the
boundary between the community and the public sphere is subject to governance from
players such as government which have moved towards new models of accountability and
control, and this externalising relationship is particularly interesting given the presence of

ICTs in communication processes.

But as local organisations, Neighbourhood Houses are firmly located in spatial
communities and relationships, and are particularly connected to the private sphere of
family and home support and social reproduction, and they act as a connecting or proximal
point to the public sphere of government and other services. This frequently gives their
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work a gendered quality, though not exclusively so. A research challenge is to make these

previously neglected and less visible micro and macro-level interactions better known.

Hustedde and Ganowicz’s framing of the situation of community organisations in a
structurational framework is also important, because they have attempted to provide an
overarching theoretical framework for both the object of community development, as well
as a theory for how ‘social agency is exercised and solidarity established amid and often
against the existing structural divisions of society’. The theory of structuration as it relates
to the agency and placement of Neighbourhood Houses in broader social networks and
relationships, including the relationship of workers in Neighbourhood Houses who use
information technology, will be introduced in following chapters, and then used as a

framework for the analysis of the interviews with Neighbourhood House workers.
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5 What is technology in community-based organisations?

Government and community-organisation perspectives

Internationally, governments of all persuasions have been interested in modern ICTs
because of their potential for new efficiencies in information transfer and cost savings in
service delivery to the community, as part of what is seen as an overall change to virtual,
rather than co-present information, knowledge, and service flows. These knowledge flows
substantially replace, or add value to other sectors of the economy, such as traditional
manufacturing (Munro 2000). Critiquing the Marxist Poulantzas’ picture of a dominant
ideological and power apparatus filtering through the political, economic and civil society
components of the nation-state, Carnoy and Castells have argued that the electronic

transformation has lead to many changes, including the observation that:

Economic relations have been transformed by economic globalization, the reorganization of
work, and the compression of space, time, and knowledge transmission through an information
and communications revolution. Knowledge and information have become far more central to
economic production and social relations, but the locus of the relation between power and
knowledge has moved out of the nation-state that was so fundamental to Poulantzas’ analysis.
(Carnoy and Castells 1999)

Australian governments have suggested that there is the potential for a new conversation
between citizenry and government through enhanced ‘e-democracy’ ‘e-service’, and new
forms of social interaction and participation, including the building of social capital through
better use of ICTs (Australia. Information Technology Review Group 1995; Meredyth,
Ewing et al. 2003; Department of Communications Information Technology and the Arts
2005c¢). Indeed, the concept of social capital frequently figures in the discussion at a
political and research level, given the key role that community organisations are believed to
have in the development of social capital within the community at large (Industry
Commission (Australia) 1995; Raysmith 2001b; Raysmith 2001a). Prominent politicians
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(both of whom have had prime ministerial aspirations) from the Labor*® and Liberal
parties™® have adopted the notion of social capital within their particular visions of

government-community relationships.

While it is beyond the scope of this research to entirely revisit controversies over the
utilisation or measurement of social capital for community building, a brief review is
useful. A key critique of social capital revolves around its use as a stop-gap measure based
upon putative citizen good-will as a substitute for state intervention or investment.
Additionally, its empirical truth—at least what causes it and what is to be measured through
its existence—is equally controversial. Indeed, the notion of social capital being a
commodity for storage and exchange in the marketplace is disputed (Scanlon 2001; Winter
2001; Scanlon 2004).

The relationship between the use of ICTs and their particular social effects (such as the
creation of ‘community’ and contingent social capital) has been subject to a number of
studies in research literature on communities and technology. Generally, a positive effect
on social capital is seen as a benefit of the adoption of ICTs, though this is contingent upon
degrees of prior engagement with other members of the community and their networks
(Gurstein 2000; Pigg 2001; Wellman 2001; Preece 2002; Arnold and Gibbs 2003).
However, more critical approaches have not been expressed in the ICT literature. From a
critical perspective, the valorisation of a social product such as social capital,
decontextualised from questions of power, class, race or gender, into a commaodity for
manipulation through different social policies is seen as another example of the alienation

of the fruits of labour, or what Negri and others term the ‘immaterial’ labour found in the

'8 Mark Latham, former Leader of the Opposition, (Latham 1998; Latham 2005, Introduction), and numerous
public statements.

19 peter Costello, Federal Treasurer, “The view | am putting is that there are non-monetary things that add to
the wealth of a society. Civic engagement and the values which it promotes like trust and tolerance are some
of those things. You can call them social capital if that is conceptually easier. It might help with the idea of
building them up, running them down, adding to our wealth, or detracting from it. But a society which has
these things should be careful not to let them run down. Once they are gone it takes a lot of effort to get them
back again.” (Sydney Morning Herald, July 16 2003,
http://www.smh.com.au/articles/2003/07/16/1058035070852.html. Accessed: 15 February, 2004)
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manipulation of intellect through the new technologies by business, government and

industry (see below p.126)%.

In the mid-1990s, Eva Cox introduced the concept of social capital to Australia drawing
upon the work of Robert Putnam, and interestingly, in an era devoted to measuring outputs

and quantifying welfare service practice, noted that:

| am deliberately using the term ‘capital’ because it invests the concept with the reflected status
from other forms of capital. Social Capital is also appropriate because it can be measured and

quantified so we can distribute its benefits and avoid its losses. (Cox 1995, Lecture 2)

Putnam himself, drawing upon the earlier work of Coleman and the American liberal
pluralist tradition (Coleman 1988), had said that:

[W1]hereas physical capital refers to physical objects and human capital refers to properties of
individuals, social capital refers to connections among individuals—social networks and the

norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them. (Putnam 1995)

The other major theorist of social capital, Pierre Bourdieu, offered a different approach to
conceptualising social capital, regarding social capital as a resource in the struggles over
power and the advancement of interests in different fields (economic, cultural, and
political). This approach is more directly political, in contrast to the communitarian thrust
revealed in Putnam (Siisidinen 2000). Social capital is thus an aspect of ‘accumulated

history’, within what he calls the habitus, and is:

[TThe aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to possession of a durable
network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition.
(Bourdieu 1986: 248)

20 The starting point for these critiques is Marx, who, in the Grundrisse, identified the manipulation of
intellectual capital as key in capitalism: ‘Nature builds no machines, no locomotives, railways, electric
telegraphs, self-acting mules etc. These are products of human industry: natural material transformed into
organs of the human will over nature, or of human participation in nature. They are organs of the human
brain, created by the human hand: the power of knowledge, objectified. The development of fixed capital
indicates to what degree general social knowledge [das allgemeine gesellschaftliche Wissen] has become a
direct force of production, and to what degree, hence, the conditions of the process of social life itself have
come under the control of the general intellect and have been transformed in accordance with it.” (Marx and
Nicolaus 1973: 706)
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However, despite Cox’s claim about the measurability of social capital, the concept has
consistently proven difficult in practice, given the complex nature of accumulated human
relations in widely variant situations, and the generic complexity of evaluation of
community capacity-building initiatives, in which social capital features as a

core dimension (Kubisch 1997). A qualitative relationship can be difficult to quantify and a
procedural algorithm to use in replication of a social phenomena does not exist. Thus, one
major Australian consultancy for government concluded much more empirical work was
needed to identify the causal factors which lead to community well being and positive
influences on social capital, though the Australian Bureau of Statistics has produced its own
research documentation (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2000; Black and Hughes 2002),
and another government study demonstrates the complexity of trying to identify and
support the mix of social-technical factors that represent successful examples of ICT as a
community-building tool (Department of Communications Information Technology and the
Arts 2005c¢).

Notwithstanding the difficulty of measuring what social capital is, or what are the causal
links for its successful implementation, the concept, as noted, has been attractive in policy
discourse, particularly since Putnam has emphasised the importance of voluntary
associations in the development of reciprocal (and thereby mutual) relations, and this view
is also held in Australia. In Australia, given the large number of volunteers involved with
CBOs, the community sector is seen as an integral component in the development of social
capital (Zappala 2000; Australian Bureau of Statistics 2001a). The community sector, as
previously established, has a key role in establishing strong social networks through its
casework and community development activities, in partnership with other community-
oriented sectors, including law enforcement, education, housing, local government, and
philanthropic organisations (Industry Commission (Australia) 1995; Lyons 2001; Raysmith
2001b; Raysmith 2001a).

Thus, addressing the Neighbourhood House movement, Anglican bishop Michael Challen
saw Neighbourhood Houses as mediating structures in development of positive social
capital, at a time when the linkage between government and community was under threat

from rationalising agendas. Neighbourhood Houses, as already discussed, are mediating,
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proximate, or liminal places on the intersection between the difference spheres of life, and
the lifeworld which they represent is one that values social, rather than exchange use of

social capital:

We need mediating structures. | see Neighbourhood Houses as being one component of these. |
picture several Neighbourhood Houses in cooperation with one another to influence the personal
thinking of municipal councillors, of shaping the council’s agenda; of eliciting their support to
communicate with governments and other power centres located elsewhere. | see coalitions of
people cooperating with one another to expand the framework of public discourse and public
policy, replacing the deceiving cliché that the bottom line is the dollar with the essential truth that
the bottom line is people. (Challen 1998)

These are significant remarks in a number of ways. Challen, as a major figure in social
welfare (at that time, Director of the Brotherhood of St Laurence, a major charity),
understood community organisations from the perspective of a person with a welfare,
religious, and political perspective, and as a senior community leader. He also understood
the importance of networks to social capital, and the importance of the value sets within
which many community organisations work. Challen was also aware of the place of
Neighbourhood Houses in political relationships and in effective communications, of which
ICTs are now inevitably part. Challen clearly expressed a set of values familiar to his

Neighbourhood House audience.

As another example of the interest in the relationship between social capacity and
community building in Australia, another organisation, Our Community, active in
developing funding and communication links in the community sector through new ICTs,

tabled a manifesto at one of its conferences, which includes the following statement:

Community groups are the practical means of generating social connectedness (social capital) and
community networks. These social relations have a huge impact on economic and social

innovation, as well as on people’s health and well-being. (Our Community Pty Ltd 2003)

However, there is awareness that the connection between social capital and ICTs is fraught
with difficulties. As observed previously (see p. 57), despite enthusiasm about new ICTs,
by the mid-1990s in Australia, peak welfare organisations indicated concerns about the
emergence of a ‘digital divide’— unequal access to infrastructure and applications, skills,
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and content (The National Office for the Information Economy 2002)— in the third or
community sector, given structural inequities in skills and resources (Australian Council of
Social Services 1996; Victorian Council of Social Service 1997). Limitations of resources,
capacity, and orientations to new forms of information exchange and creation mean that
many organisations continue to use a narrow range of technologies, despite the ready
availability of technology options (Wyatt 2001; Geiselhart 2002; O'Neil 2002).

Alongside general community development and education aims, Australian government
policies have reflected almost utopian expectations for transformative effectives and
outcomes from the use of ICTs. This technological utopianism is not uncommon theme in
policy discourse in many countries, reflected in Vice-President Al Gore’s championing of
an ‘Information Superhighway’ in the early 1990s (Wiggins 2000) and funding for public
access networks, paralleled by a host of public technology programs in the UK and
elsewhere (Wyatt 2001). More recent policy documents indicate a belief that there is a
continuing “vast potential’ to use ICT to enhance social capital, though this potential is still
largely untapped (Department of Communications Information Technology and the Arts
2005c: 4). The Australian Commonwealth government also realised a decade ago the need
to reengineer its major welfare support departments to be inclusive of client needs, despite
the desire for electronic efficiencies (Australia. Information Technology Review Group
1995), and the same interest in efficiencies for the community organisations through
technology continues a decade later (Department of Communications Information
Technology and the Arts 2005c). More recently, Commonwealth Government has
commissioned Civil Society reports for the World Summit on the Information Society by
CCNR, as noted previously (see p.3), and in addition, other commissioned documentation
indicates an awareness within some elements of government of the need to develop a new
domestic electronic partnership with civil society organisations, of which CBOs are part
(Australian Roundtable on the Civil Society 2003; Australian Roundtable on the Civil
Society 2005; Schauder and Johanson 2005). Furthermore, the proposal for a National
Nonprofit IT council is a recognition that government needs grounded advice that can be

placed at the highest levels of government (Australian Government 2005).
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However, no overall history or study of community technology policy and government
investment in Australia is available, but for example, the many papers prepared for the
Community Networking Conferences throughout the years between 1997-2002, are
evidence of government and community engagement in urban, regional, and rural contexts
(Johanson and Stillman 2002). The focus has been upon technical solutions (access and
hardware), rather than “soft technology’, the “formal and informal activities and interactions
that develop skills and knowledge required to maximise the use of hard technology’, and
the social infrastructure, the bridging and bonding factors in a community to ensure
successful use (Simpson 2004). Internationally, similar programs have attracted
considerable government and philanthropic investment, the outcomes of which are not
always clear (Clement, Shade et al. 2002; Clement, Gurstein et al. 2003; Gurstein 2003),
and discussions on lists such as ci-research? of the Community Informatics Research
Network frequently allude to the difficulty of incorporating social perspectives in
technology projects because of conceptual and political differences with funders and

program designers.

Furthermore, there are few informed critiques of the context and cut-and-thrust of
government ICT policy in Australia, particularly with respect to interest in market-driven
solutions for the supply of broadband (Goggin 2003). Federally, the federal conservative
government has spent millions on “Networking the Nation Projects’ since 1997, using funds
from the partial sell-off of the national telecommunications company Telstra, yet an
evaluation report, written at a considerable historical distance from events, is formulaic and
has been criticised for covering up controversial parts of the program (Crowe 2005;
Department of Communications Information Technology and the Arts 2005b). However,
the evaluation does emphasise the need for better up-front planning of projects,
understanding and demonstration of community needs and capacities, as well as a business
plan before the implementation of projects, a not unfamiliar reaction of ineffectual
programs which are dominated by political favouritism and special interests. The

impossibility of self-sustainability for many seeded projects was observed (Crowe 2005;

2! See, for example, discussions at the beginning of February, 2006 at
http://vancouvercommunity.net/lists/arc/ciresearchers
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Department of Communications Information Technology and the Arts 2005b). As another
example at state government level, the history of VICNET, the state government-sponsored
Internet provider for community, also reveals high social-impact expectations but a failure
by government to understand and manage community technology processes in the highly
bureaucratic and conservative setting of the State Library. In the long-term, the constraints
on VICNET have acted as a stranglehold on the development of socially innovative
technologies in a semi-government instrumentality which had strong community links and
concomitant expectations (Schauder, Stillman et al. 2004). As another example the
Atherton Gardens project to wire low-income high-rise for residents has, with the best of
intentions by government and community organisations, worked over the heads and
capacity of residents for technological solutions based naive concepts of community
building, reflecting similar problems in such projects as the Camfield Estates/MIT project,
bringing together some of Boston’s poorest with Cambridge’s technological elite
(Meredyth, Ewing et al. 2004).

However, there have been some attempts to open up the issue to key stakeholders, at least
in Victoria, though there may be other undocumented initiatives. At the search conference
held in Victorian in 2003 by the Centre for Community Networking Research, a number of
key dimensions were identified as critical to ensuring a productive electronic relationship
between government and community as well as the development of community technology

social and technical infrastructure (Stillman 2004).

Issues that arose at the search conference included the ambiguous and competing
interpretations put upon the concept of ‘community’, and the difficulties of bridging
differences in the development of public policy. However, the further and collaborative
exploration of how new relationships might be developed has not taken place, despite the
increased interest by government of place-based approaches to service delivery (see above,
p. 55). Though there have been at least two parliamentary inquiries in the years since the
search conference, and closed-door consultations with a range of community organisations
on ICT policy, a new government vision has not emerged, other than the Connecting
Communities Program of 2004 (Multimedia Victoria 2004). This policy does not

substantially deviate from past practice.
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Notwithstanding the lack of a comprehensive policy articulation, in Victoria, the
government has on a number of occasions made specific reference and commitments to
Neighbourhood Houses, as part of its overall social policy/technology mix in working with
disadvantaged communities, and funds have been committed to support them. In 2001, the
Victorian Community Services Minister, Christine Campbell, reflected this viewpoint in a
press release linking investment in community IT with positive outcomes for community

building:

Places like Neighbourhood Houses are the glue that helps hold communities together. The funds
to get them online, upgraded and get staff Internet-trained will help give access to the information
age to people who otherwise might not have access. They also provide another resource for
Neighbourhood Houses to keep in contact with each other, work together and knit stronger
networks. Community building happens bit by bit, brick by brick, and helping Neighbourhood
Houses be part of the construction is vital. The bottom line is stronger communities. We know
strong communities mean fewer social problems and less isolation, crime and homelessness
(People Focus 2001) .

In 2002, the role of information and technology and information exchange in supporting
five ‘Broad Activity Areas’ was emphasised in Department of Human Services policy
towards Neighbourhood Houses in such statements as “Neighbourhood houses may help
other community groups by providing resources, such as skills, technology, information,
and use of facilities’, or “Neighbourhood Houses support the use of information technology
to access information and communicate’, and ‘Neighbourhood houses have the IT
infrastructure to support communication across neighbourhood houses and with other
services, particularly those in isolated and rural areas, and to access information to support
their activities’ (Family and Community Support Branch. Community Care Division.

Victorian Government Department of Human Services 2002 ).

After a portfolio reshuffle, very similar sentiments were expressed at another funding
launch by the new Minister, Bronwyn Pike and as stated in that press release (Human
Services News 2002):

Neighbourhood House Week has highlighted the result of the Government’s $6.5 million

investment in connecting Neighbourhood Houses across Victoria to the Internet... The Houses
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reach out to thousands offering work training, recreation and social contact and are helping break

the cycle of isolation for many groups, including young mothers and older people.

The Internet connections will have real benefits for communities within Victoria exchanging

ideas, discussing programs and building new links locally and globally.’

More recently, government has further extended its commitment to ICTs investment in
Neighbourhood Houses, possibly in response to research about Neighbourhood Houses and
lobbying conducted by the Centre for Community Networking Research (Centre for
Community Networking Research 2005). A further $12.4 million was allocated in April
2005 to establish 10 new Neighbourhood Houses as well as provide more assistance with
technology (Stillman and Stoecker 2004; Department of Victorian Communities 2005) and
most recently, an additional $28 million has been allocated over the next for years for

general support (see p. 65).

Welfare services research and technology

Community development literature by and large (at least that literature from English-
speaking countries published in books, journals, or elsewhere online), does not offer
substantial theoretical insight into the question of technology in community organisations.
The one exception is that found in community informatics, which is still in its own period
of self-definition, and relationship building with other disciplines, including community
development, and that field is discussed below (see p. 97). While there are many practice
reports about communities and technology, available on English-language government and
foundation websites, they are largely instrumental and descriptive. They highlight the
problem of insufficient infrastructure and support for technology in community-based
organisations, in addition to pressing problems of governance and infrastructure (Our
Community Pty Ltd 2003). Worked-through theoretical frameworks to inform policy (and
research) are lacking. However, at least one peer-reviewed study has observed that there is
an additional problem in applying conventional management theories to CBOs. Burt and
Taylor surveyed the intersection between values and technology in UK CBOs, and argued

that there is a need:
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[To] go beyond the “structural’ associations which emerged from [their] survey towards an
understanding of the organizational ‘psyche’ and the ways and contexts in which it is played out.
Organizational biographies in the form of in-depth case studies permit these deeper insights to be
revealed. (Burt and Taylor 2001: 56)

The reference to ‘biographies’ is an interesting one, suggesting the desire for in-depth,
ethnographic, and interpretive methodologies to explore the ‘inner life’ of organisations
through obtaining data that cannot be vivified through quantitative means. A recent
collection of essays (Harlow and Webb 2003) from the UK highlights a number of issues of
concern in the transformation of social and community welfare practice, including, as
already noted (see p. 54) , the impact of the new managerialism with its emphases on
‘efficiency and effectiveness’, and calculable risk, hallmarks of modernity (Giddens 1990;
Giddens 1991; Beck, Giddens et al. 1994). While the volume focuses on direct welfare
practice rather than community development, support, and education as conducted by
Neighbourhood Houses, the issue of the reconfiguring of welfare work with the parameters
of ICT information exchanges is highlighted as problematic. Other papers in the same
volume offer considerable insight into the relationship between welfare organisations or

CBOs and their adoption (or non-adoption) of ICTs.

In the same collection, Harlow, using a feminist perspective, argued that women’s
‘relational and managerial skills” are socially constructed, rather than biologically
determined. Following the work of researchers as Wajcman and MacKenzie (Wajcman and
MacKenzie 1999; 2001), she argued that such a gendering of work relationships involves
an iniquitous set of passive relationships with technologies and technical systems
(overwhelmingly designed by men), where women are situated as technological
incompetents (Harlow and Webb 2003: 17).

Such a dystopian view of the effect of ICTs on women is carried through by other authors
in the volume, though Gould offered a somewhat broader perspective, realising that there
was a need for a coherent body of theory about CBOs and ICTs. He suggested three factors
which influence the body of theory which might emerge (Gould 2003). First, drawing from
European research, there has been an attempt ‘to build an indigenous model, in particular

one that rescues dimensions of computing within social care from the cruder forms of
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technological determinism and preoccupation with technical fixes’. This he calls ‘social
informatics’, familiar from the work of Kling and others (Kling 1973; Kling 2000). Second,
Gould notes the problem of ‘translation’ of theories of the learning and knowledge
organisation from the commercial sector to human services (the problem of the
quantification of human processes into inputs and outputs, with commercial discourse and
values being blindly applied to human-centred processes). Finally, the vogue for knowledge
management is noted, with its emphasis on preserving organisational memory, something
that could be potentially put to good use in welfare organisations if sensitively

implemented.

However, Gould noted that critical theories, which offer alternative interpretations of
management or disciplinary discourse frames, leading to deeper and more appropriate
understandings of technology relationships have yet to emerge in the welfare field (see also
Day’s discussion, p. 55). A consequence of the lack of a theoretical hook into theories of
technology is that the consideration of technology in the welfare and CBO context lacks

analytical bite.

Insight on this latter point is offered by Webb (2003), who presents a new theoretical
framework, in the same volume, coining the expression ‘technologies of care’. Adopting an
Actor Network perspective (see below, p.179), he 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. From the perspective of welfare and community research, as well as in
Foucault, ‘technology’ can be re-interpreted to include human processes or practices and
techniques involving the use of resources and power, incorporating a body of knowledge
and practice which can be complemented by ICTs (Foucault 1988; Kondrat 1994). Such a
broader definition of technology hearkens back to classical understandings of technology as
a skill and process (Bell 1980)%. The particular methodologies used in community

development work are akin to a valid technical discipline or process. Technologies of care

22 As another example of the broader understanding of technology as a mix of skills, tools, and processes see
the discussion of different sorts of thieving, each with a particular technology (tools, skills, particular
languages such as cant, and relationships) (Macintosh 1971).
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are a derivation of the practice of ‘technical rationality’, a useful fiction of scientific
objectivity used to justify power relations and the derived control that underlies practices of
governmentality. Thus, ‘technologies of care’ are within the framework of an Foucauldian
ensemble or technology of controlled governmentality, that is, the practices of self-control,
social control, the administrative rationality of the state, and its controlling parcel of
different types of knowledge (Foucault, Faubion et al. 2000: 201-222).

Artifactual technologies (ICTs), as an extension of controlling and surveillant
administrative technologies, are used to reinforce particular and rationalising technologies
of care, as defined through the official normative frameworks of the state or organisation.
Authentic “intersubjective’ communication is reshaped into particular sets of discourse and
process, by reason of their incorporation into the power networks contained in the
bureaucracy, including the manipulation and storage capacity of modern technology. Webb

thus claims that:

These new technologies of care—with ICTs as the central information hub— increasingly come

to colonise policy making and front-line practice in welfare services. (Webb 2003)

This is a strong claim, and the interviews in this thesis will be used as a testing ground for
the implications of this statement. In fact, as the later empirical and theoretical chapters in
the thesis demonstrate, the reality of the ‘technologies of care’, at least for Neighbourhood
Houses, is something more stepped, subtle and tenuous. While in the final analysis, to use a
Marxist phrase, there may be critical and determining factors that help to shape the external
environment in which Neighbourhood House practice is conducted, the value set of
Neighbourhood House workers continues to be driven by a human-centred orientation, and
the people skills they use with artifactual technologies can be characterised as a bundled

together as ‘technologies of care’ that is by and large, controlled by them.

This discussion also echoes other critical writing about organisations where Reed, for
example, argues that the modern organisation (speaking of commercial enterprise), is a
struggle around control of strategic social technologies (Reed 1992: 281ff). Thus,
artifactual technologies of control (i.e. computers, memory and information systems), are

resources drawn upon in that struggle. Webb also refers to Rose’s Powers of Freedom, with
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its echoes of Foucault and Habermas. Habermas’ discussion of ‘work’ (itself a descendent
of Weber’s discussion of rationality) is particularly relevant at this point. In an influential

essay on technology and science as an ideology, he argued that:

By ‘work’ or purposive-rational action | understand either instrumental action or rational choice
or their conjunction. Instrumental action is governed by technical rules based on empirical
knowledge. In every case they imply conditional predictions about observable events, physical or
social. (Habermas 1972: 92)

‘Normalising’ prescriptions for welfare are consequences of the technocratic framework
and discourse, which strives for calculable predictability. Nikolas Rose, following a similar

argument therefore says that:

Technologies of government are those technologies imbued with aspirations for the shaping of
conduct in the hope of producing certain desired effects and averting certain undesired effects. A
technology of government, then, is an assemblage of forms of practical knowledge, with modes
of perception, practices of calculation, types of authority, forms of judgement, architectural
forms, human capacities, non-human objects and devices, and so forth, traversed and transacted

by aspirations to achieve certain outcomes in terms of the conduct of the governed. (Rose 1999b)

This argument is familiar from Habermas, with his attempt to distinguish more authentic
forms of communication from the layered constraints imposed by external rationalising
forces, particularly the bourgeois state. Habermas’ thesis is complex, and like Giddens,
Habermas has developed different foci over many decades, though elements of it appear in
his earliest works on technical rationality in western democracies, which began to appear in
German in the 1960s (Habermas 1972; Habermas 1974). At the core of his theory of
communicative action is the distinction between what he calls genuine everyday

communicative action and its rationalisation through external forces:

[T]he contradiction arises between, on the one hand, a rationalization of everyday communication
that is tied to the structures of intersubjectivity of the lifeworld, in which language counts as a
genuine and irreplaceable medium of reaching understanding, and on the other hand, the growing
complexity of subsystems of purposive-rational action, in which actions are coordinated through

steering media such as money and power. (Habermas 1984: 342)
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However, Nikolas Rose disputes aspects of Habermas’ thesis concerning the negative
impact of the state or public sphere on genuine communication processes, with its
implication of creeping determinism that is devoid of the capacity for human agency and
resistance. Habermas’ viewpoint has also has shades of Marcuse’s dystopic picture of a
one-way, techno-rational modernity, and Heidegger’s division between authenticity and
modern technology (Feenberg n.d.):

[L]inks between the political apparatus and the activities of governing are less stable and durable
than often suggested: they are tenuous, reversible, heterogeneous, dependent upon a range of
‘relatively autonomous’ knowledges (sic), knowledgeable persons and technical possibilities.
(Rose 1999b: 18)

Indeed, according to Rose, such technologies of governance are distributed through a range

of:

[P]roblems, 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)

In translating this statement to the micro-world of the Neighbourhood House, a better
understanding of ‘relatively autonomous’ actions, knowledge, and relationships, at least
from the perspective of the community development worker, will offer insight into self and
organizational governance with, and via localised material technologies, as well as

particular technologies of community or welfare practice.

A range of associated reflections appears in the research literature on ICTs in the
community or welfare sector. For one group of writers, ‘technology’ has a generic meaning,
which sees any process or treatment as a form of technology, though Kondrat prefers to
regard social or welfare work as a ‘body of knowledge’, organised for practical purposes
(Kondrat 1994). While artifactual technology (computers, faxes, phones, copiers) are
accepted as tools with instrumental and material existences, Poole and Colby, citing
Glisson, see technology referring to the facilities, hardware and staff (what Giddens would
call allocative and authoritative resources, see below, p. 155), that ‘create the service

produce or provide the service’ in welfare or community practice (Poole and Colby 2002).
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Additionally, Sandfort (in the discussion detailed below, p. 94), also suggests that, ‘in
human services organisations, the actual package of services provided to clients is defined

as core organizational technology.’

A similar and independently derived understanding of technology was revealed in research
about ICTs and Neighbourhood Houses in Victoria. Based upon interviews with
Neighbourhood House coordinators in the mid 1990s, a report on technology needs
highlighted the unease at that time with the introduction of computer technology into
Neighbourhood Houses. It was felt to threaten ‘genuine, co-present interpersonal personal
interaction’, and that the introduction of new technology threatened the balance *between
the energies devoted to those [electronic] activities and their more traditional means of
facilitating well-being’ (Dillon, Gammon et al. 1995: ii, 41).

The reason offered to justify this observation was the perceived tendency of workers to
become consumed by both IT maintenance and tasks and the subsequent divergence from
core community development and support work. Interestingly, the writers were also alert to
the social construction of technology and argued that the male world of business and
market-oriented practice was quite different to the world of the Neighbourhood House. It
was argued that ‘cultural barriers made it more difficult for women to derive benefit from
the personal use of computers’ (Dillon, Gammon et al. 1995: 4). Consequently, the report
developed its own definition of technology: ‘a technology is a set of potentials for doing
things—it facilitates experiences’, and went on to argue that Neighbourhood Houses
embody a set of techniques about social and community development (Dillon, Gammon et
al. 1995: 47).

Other reports and research on the adoption of ICTs in the welfare sector reflect related
concern about the impact of ICTs on welfare practice. While the research is about social
work, the implications of the research for community development work are unavoidable.
In one Australian study, a voluntary email survey was conducted of social workers
employed by Centrelink, the major government agency concerned with social support. The
fact that the study was of a government agency already distinguishes this study from those

of community-based agencies. Notwithstanding this research distinction, the study noted
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the relative inequity in IT resources between community and government departments. In
addition, the study revealed that many workers had low levels of training and confidence in
their use of ICTs, despite the heavy reliance of Centrelink on call-centre support of clients.
It was suggested the lack of training and confidence led to a procedural, rather than creative
use of poorly understood client management systems. The report was still optimistic about
the adoption of new technologies, observing that telephone counselling services were an
appropriate substitute for face-to-face counselling in many situations (Humphries and
Camilleri 2002).

In another study of social workers in Norway, Lie explored issues of gender and technology
in social work, aware of the response by feminists to gender blindness in such labour
process theories such as Braverman (on Braverman, see p.123). Critics had felt that
Braverman’s emphasis on deskilling through automation and the degradation of work did
not pay sufficient attention to the differences between men’s and women’s work
(Braverman 1975; Kitay 1997). Lie was also aware that men are under-represented as social
workers and that as a consequence, a gender-representative study within social work may
be impossible to conduct. Despite this problem, she claimed that she had never met such
‘united opposition’ to computing (Lie 1997: 128). Apparently, the integration of computer
processes with social work was not at all seen possible by her sample (Lupton 2000).
Whether or not the strong opposition to computing by the Norwegian social workers at that

time continues to be the case is something worth further exploration.

Based on qualitative interviews, she noted that ‘difference and distance are catchwords to
characterize the relationship between social workers and their computers’ (Lie 1997).
Computers were seen as foreign and distant to ways that social workers work. Social work
has its own specific methodology or technology, a specific, intuitive, and reflexive client-
centred way of thinking acquired through particular training, a way of thinking which could
not be replaced by information-processing or decision-making systems. Lie suggested that
the process of information and knowledge management mediated by technology, framed in
the more distant language of ‘information processing’, or ‘records management’ is
obviously far removed from the personal construction of case work. Lie also observed that

the reflexive practice (Schon 1983), of social work is also compounded by the gendered
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nature of the profession (at least in Norway). This means that particular sets of skills less
valued by, or accessed by men—which Lie characterised as holism, process, nearness, and
uniqueness in working with clients—are only matched with difficulty through interaction

with a computer’s processes at centre stage.

Another Scandinavian study was conducted by Henfridsson (2000). Noting the tension
between person-centred social work and attention to administrative work (carried on
increasingly with computers), Henfridsson argued that ambiguity in problem-solving is at
the core of many activities in the welfare workplace. The idea of ambiguity is also familiar
from Weick’s discussion of sense-making in organisations, and using his insights, she
suggested that ambiguity cannot be solved by more information, and by extension, more
complex and speedy information processing capabilities (Weick 1995). Instead, the social
worker needs to make sense of what matters within a particular practice framework (what
can be regarded as ‘technologies of care’). This contrasts with perceived efficiency
demands made through a belief that welfare work could be turned into a type of electronic
claim form with comprehensive and infinitely calculable routines to be channelled through

administrative ICT processes.

To demonstrate this, Henfridsson used the introduction of the First Class database as a case
study in people-technology relationships. While managers regarded the software
instrumentally, as an efficiency tool, many social workers had the desire for ICTs to be
‘invisible’—something separate from the human-centred practice of social work, observed
as ‘consistent with the invisible part of their practical day-to-day activity’ (Henfridsson
2000: 100). Tacit knowledge continued to stand apart from attempts to turn it into explicit,
manageable knowledge, channelled and shaped by ICT structures (for example, the

formatting and reporting requirements built into particular software).

However, First Class was imposed, rather than integrated or shaped into a particular
human-technological community of practice. In fact, the way that First Class was
introduced only served to reinforce existing communication behaviours, which reflected a
‘non-existent (sic) learning organisation’. It is likely that management thought that the

software would create new communications and practices, skipping the need for other more
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people-focussed communication development. A solution, in Henfridsson’s opinion, would
be an attempt to ‘revive’ and process the ‘ambiguities’ around First Class in the social work
environment and then find ways to work with existing frames of practice to avoid self-
fulfilling prophecies around the unsuitability of technology. However, the challenge of
dealing with ambiguity—opposed to what appeared to be techno-rational claims-processing
solutions—may have been the last thing that management wanted to deal with rather than a

‘reviving’ process as suggested by Henfridsson.

Another literature review poses more questions than it answers, reviewing the range of
frameworks available for understanding what the authors call *hypertechnology’ (Kreuger
and Stretch 2000). The reviewed frameworks ranged from the utopian determinist, that the
technology is both inevitable and positive in its effects; and social constructivist, that key
values about technology are socially constructed, and that there is potential for a humanistic
value set to effect change in how ICTs are used in social work. In addition, the article notes
that a critical, radical political-economic view of ICTs sees ICTs as instruments of control
and commaodification. Reinforcing a familiar theme, a feminist perspective is also raised.
Technology tends to be exclusionary for women. Attempting to integrate these different
perspectives, the authors argue for a critical and sympathetic inclusion of ICTs into the
practice of social work, as ICTs could serve to promote enlightenment and liberation
through more open information exchange. How this is to be achieved however is not

answered by them.

Sandfort’s study of workplace processes within a number of different human services
organisations in the USA offers another elaboration of the technology as process
perspective, where, ‘in human services organisations, the actual package of services
provided to clients is defined as core organizational technology’ (Sandfort 2003), though of
course, in addition, the package of services for intra-organisation communication is equally
significant. Sandford looked at how similar sets of procedures regarding particular
government welfare programs were variably implemented in different organisations.
Sandfort also observed that the difficulty for organisational analysts in looking at human
services organisations is that the ‘technology’ is difficult to describe by those who use the

complex ‘package’ (pace Gould) of services, given that so much of it is a bundle of
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frequently tacit and intensive person-to-person activity. The solution is seen in an
adaptation of structuration theory. Sandfort sought to identify the structures, the practices
created, stored, and routinely reproduced by human actors across time and space, in
different organisations, as a means of characterising how the ‘ambiguous technology of
either people-processing or people-changing organizations is actually carried out’ (Sandfort
2003). The differentially structurated practices, demonstrating different degrees of
commitment to formal program guidelines (with minimal, creative, and prescriptive
variants), in each organisation were characteristic of the structurated and enacted client
technology in each program for implementing the formal contractual program. This insight
about the potential for structuration in human services is particularly incorporated into

further discussion (on page 215).

Weick’s theorising about people-technology interactions is particularly valuable as a means
of drawing out the ambiguities inherent in human services work, as suggested by the
previous literature. Weick suggests that contemporary technology cannot be considered as a
homogenous process, capable of being controlled by what he calls a prospective rationality.
Indeed, technologies, because of their “‘complex equivocality’ force us to come to terms
with what he calls ‘perspectual perspectives’, the mix of people and material, in which
‘fallible people prove to be more resourceful and more adaptable than any control system
yet fabricated’. Calculative reasoning and predictive programming cannot always
adequately deal with human foibles and incertitude (Weick 1990: 39).

Because Weick’s discussion appears to have been developed prior to the development of
the contemporary PC and its widespread presence in the workplace, much of his discussion
is framed within an earlier understanding of computing, where he speaks of ‘operators’ and
‘stochastic events” working on the “plant floor’. Despite this qualification, the concept of
indeterminacy as a means of gaining insight into human-machine interaction is very clear

from his writing:

[U]nlike any other technologies that have been used previously as predictors by organizational
theorists, the new technologies exist as much in the heads of the operator as they do on the plant

floor. This is not to argue that one technology is more important than the other, but it is to argue
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that cognition and micro-level processes are keys to understanding the organizational impact of

new technologies.

Weick goes on to characterize the plasticity of technology and it is framed as a process and

artifact that is:

Something that admits of several plausible interpretations and therefore can be esoteric, subject to

misunderstandings, uncertain, complex, and recondite (Weick 1990: 14)

Drawing on Weick’s picture, we can conclude that within the human services field there is
a stream of writing and research which understands technology in a distinct way as a set of
responses and a body of knowledge for working with ambiguous and equivocal situations,

including the ‘head and heart” work of welfare, counselling, and community development.

Anrtifactual technologies are drawn into this process, and the challenge is to integrate them

in a non-prescriptive, rationalising way. Such techniques cannot be easily codified or

challenged through one-dimensional technology.
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The perspective of community informatics and community networking

Community informatics (also known as community networking, community technology, or
electronic community networking) is an emerging field of community practice, which sees
new technologies as key tools for community development. Some practitioners have gone
so far as to consider it a ‘movement’ with an agenda for social change. However, in the
opinion of one writer, who has been central to community informatics activity in the United
States, the ‘movement’ may have lost its bearings, and it can seem to represent at times, no
more than a convenient label for funding and policy purposes (Graham 2005). The various
labels given to the field are an indication of its emergence from different perspectives. The
existence of a variety of independent attempts to coordinate practice and research on both

national and international level is also indicative of the fluid situation.

Community informatics is a term particularly used by those coming from information
systems or management systems approach, and it has gained some currency in the

literature. Thus, according to Gurstein:

Community Informatics pays attention to physical communities and the design and
implementation of technologies and applications, which enhance and promote their objectives. Cl
begins with ICT, as providing resources and tools that communities and their members can use
for local economic, cultural and civic development, and community health and environmental

initiatives among others. (Gurstein 2000: 2)*

With its emphasis on material intervention, this definition gives little attention to the human
side of agency with technology, and this viewpoint, and by and large, is reflected in the
publications and discussions of the field as it has emerged. As a consequence, one
sympathetic critic regards it as a ‘woefully underdeveloped’ field ‘driven more by
anecdotal reports and story-telling” than effective theory which gives priority and depth to
the exploration of human agency (Stoecker 2005a). Despite a desire to avoid techno-

determinism, discourse still appears focussed around the centrality of technology as the

2% This definition is reminiscent of the broader field of social informatics, a term particularly associated with
the work of Rob Kling: ‘Social informatics is a field that is the new working name for the interdisciplinary
study of the design, uses, and consequences of information technologies that takes into account their
interaction with institutional and cultural contexts’ (Kling 2000: 218)
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prime material agent in the process of social change (Graham 2005), reflecting a continuing
attraction to technological, rather than more complex and demanding political and social
solutions that lie outside the ‘technical’, or “bits and bytes’” aspects of community
technology. Exciting ideas and speculations about ICTs and the ‘Network Society’ have
perhaps interfered with more the prosaic, but equally important need to understand the
multidimensional nature of human activity in communities at the micro, meso and macro
levels, the stuff of Merton’s middle range theory (Merton 1968). The difficult challenge is
to bridge a fascination with technology to a dynamic form of participatory and reflexive
community practice with communities (Stillman and Stoecker 2005). This problem is of
course familiar from Habermas and Rose’s discussion of the power of scientific-rational
ideologies and the preference for apparently rational and “calculative’ ways of acting and
thinking in the current era, discussed earlier (see p. 88). Another, recent editorial about the
relationship between community development and community informatics, argues that the
full potential of the relationship between community and technology can only be reached if
the “‘epistemic regimes’, or ‘local knowledges’, the kinds of situated affect that are core
stuff of community development are given full recognition. The tension between
community and technology can only be resolved if a more balanced relationship is set in
place (Pigg 2005: 6).

From a historical perspective, a techno-centric discourse and conceptual frame has emerged
since the beginnings of the ‘movement’ in the 1970s in the USA and Europe, with the
establishment of community-based telecentres, pre-Internet, dial-up bulletin board networks
in the 1980s, followed by an explosion of activity in the 1990s with the development of the
World Wide Web (Morino 1994; Milio 1996). There is no authoritative history of how the
‘movement’ arose , but David Wilcox’s documentation of linkages and tensions between
academics and practitioners in the UK and North America in the late 1990s gives some idea
of the mix of social visionaries, academics and others who serendipitously met face-to-face
and online and formed something of an shared early vision of what might be (Wilcox 2001;
Wilcox 2005). However the Global Community Networking Partnership, a European
coalition emerged in the early 2000s, failed, and some of its proponents and new
participants have been active in establishing a new body, the Community Informatics
Research Network. The final shape of the network is still unclear. In Australia, innovators
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such as VICNET or InfoXchange arose in response to these trends abroad (Fitzgerald and
Hall 2005).

The field as such has thus developed, somewhat in isolation from community development
and other fields such as sociology (Wellman and Milena 1998; Pigg 2005), despite a need
to move from ‘thinking tools’ to ‘thinking about tools’, in a much more sophisticated way
(Rheingold 2004: 266ff). There are exceptions to this trend however. For example, Milio’s
outstanding work on community technology centres and outreach programs informatics,
written in the early 1990s from a health perspective, does not appear to be at all known in
community informatics circles. Her work offered a comprehensive theoretical and
methodological framework looking at ICT initiatives in very poor communities in a way
that made sense to policy makers and administrators, but at the same time, connected with a
genuine desire for ICT in poor communities to be controlled by the communities
themselves (Milio 1996). My initial contribution to Wikipedia (5 August, 2004)%*

attempted to frame the issue as follows:

Community Informatics is an emerging academic discipline and practice field. The term was first
brought to prominence by Mike Gurstein, a Canadian professor of management, and he brought
out the first representative collection of papers in the field. It is also called (electronic)
community networking, bringing together the practices of community development and
organization, and insights from fields such as sociology, feminism or library and information and
management sciences. Its outcomes—community networks—are of increasing interest to
governments of all persuasions, in many countries, concerned with ways to harness information
and communication technologies for social capital and community development, disputed as

these concepts may be.

It may in fact, not gel as a single field within the academy, akin to Information Systems or

Management Systems, but remain a convenient locale for interdisciplinary activity, drawing upon

2 Wikipedia.org is an ‘open content encyclopaedia’. ‘The goal of Wikipedia is to create an information
source in an encyclopaedia format that is freely available. The license we use grants free access to our content
in the same sense as free software is licensed freely. This principle is known as copyleft. That is to say,
Wikipedia content can be copied, modified, and redistributed so long as the new version grants the same
freedoms to others and acknowledges the authors of the Wikipedia article used (a direct link back to the
article satisfies our author credit requirement). Wikipedia articles therefore will remain free forever and can
be used by anybody subject to certain restrictions, most of which serve to ensure that freedom’
[http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Copyrights]. It is likely that my original contribution to Wikipedia
(which can be tracked through the edit pages), will be substantially modified by the time this thesis is
complete. However, | proceed from my original contribution for the purposes of this research.
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many fields of social practice and endeavour, as well as knowledge of community applications of

technology. It might be characterized as a postmodern discipline, open to all comers.

The field appears to have emerged from concerns with the ‘Digital Divide’ as expressed in many
policy statements and reports in the mid to late 1990s, and a body of common knowledge and key
concepts emerged, providing a basis around which an increasingly large group of people in many

countries have discussed their work and ideas.

There is a healthy tension between the practice and research ends of the field. To some extent this
reflects the gap, familiar from other disciplines such as community development, community
organisation and community-based research, community health and community education,
between a desire for accountable—especially quantifiable and outcome-focussed social
development, typically practiced by government or supported by foundations, and the more
participatory, process-driven priorities of grass-roots community activists, familiar from theorists
such as Paolo Freire, or Deweyan pragmatism. Some of the theoretical tensions are also familiar
from such disciplines as program evaluation and social policy, where there is continual debate
over the relative virtue and values of different forms of research and action spread around
different understandings of the virtues or otherwise of allegedly ‘scientific’ or ‘value-free’
activity (frequently associated with ‘responsible’ public policy), contrasted with more subjective

and process driven viewpoints in bottom-up activity.

A further concern is the potential for practice to be hijacked by policy or academic agendas,
rather than engage in community change for its own sake, whether in-country or for example, in
projects situated in developing countries. Ethical issues around such issues have not been at all

explored.

However, explicit ideological statements or divisions are yet to emerge. Many projects appear to
have emerged with no particular disciplinary affiliation, located more in a policy or practice

desire to ‘do something’ with technology.

Research and practice ranges from concerns with purely virtual communities, to situations in
which virtual or online communication are used to enhance existing communities in urban, rural,
or remote geographic locations in developed or developing countries, or communities of interest

(clubs, non-profit organisations) spread geographically and virtually.

Avreas of concern range from small scale projects in particular communities or organizations
which might involved only a handful of people, such as an online community of disabled people;
telecentres; civic networks (in Europe, see for example Milan Civic network and Ruralnet UK );

to large national, government sponsored networking projects in countries such as Australia or
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Canada (Networking the Nation and Community Access Program, both now ended); or local
community projects such as Smart Newtown ; or Computers in Homes, working with Maori
families in New Zealand. The Gates Foundation has been active in supporting public libraries in
countries such as Chile. For examples of ICTs for development in Africa, see Open Knowledge

Network. Knet is an example of work with First Nations people in Canada.

There are emerging online and personal networks of researchers and practitioners in community
informatics and community networking in many countries (see, for example, Community Action
Network) as well as international groupings. The past decade has also seen conferences in many

countries, and there is an emerging literature for theoreticians and practitioners.

It is surprising in fact, how much in common is found when people from developed and non-
developed countries meet. A common theme is the struggle to convince government of the
legitimacy of this approach to developing electronically-literate societies, instead of a top-down
or trickle-down approach, or an approach dominated by technical, rather than social solutions
which in the end, tend to help vendors rather than communities. A common criticism is that a
focus on technical solutions evades the less quantifiable changes that communities need to

achieve in their values, activities and other people-oriented outcomes.

The field tends to have a progressive bent, being concerned about the use of technology for social
and cultural development connected to a desire for capacity building or expanding social capital,
and in a number of countries, governments and foundations have funded a variety of community
informatics projects and initiatives, particularly from a more tightly controlled, though not well-
articulated social planning perspective, though knowledge about long term effects of such forms

of social intervention on use of technology is still in its early stages.

National associations and organisations have coalesced around these issues in the UK, USA,
Canada, Australia, and elsewhere. Relevant online links include the Community Informatics
Research Network from which connections can be made into listservs and events. —Larryjhs
11:59, 5 Aug 2004 (UTC)

[Retrieved from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Community_informatics]

A number of issues require further elaboration. First, the continuing inadequacy of
conceptions of ‘technology’, particularly in light of contributions from the welfare field and
other theorists, and the implications of such a viewpoint. Second, the problem of defining a
discipline, and its relevance to developing a particular body of knowledge for community

informatics.
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The “question’ of technology in community informatics discussion has been substantially
materially focussed, seeing technology as the tool taken up by, or implemented in projects
with the community. This viewpoint is reflective of the traditional, materialist interpretation
of technology understood as an artifact or system reflecting the intentions of designers at a
remove from the ‘users’ or other important social factors and influences that affect human
capacity and behaviour, a problem taken up by Orlikowski, amongst others (see p.193). For

example, in 1995, Beamish wrote that community networking was:

[A] network of computers with modems that are interconnected via telephone lines to a central
computer that provides community information and a means for the community to communicate

electronically’. (Beamish 1995)

Gurstein’s influential definition (cited above), still maintains that materialist focus. The
question of ‘community’ has been somewhat put into second place to an assumption that
technology is the prime mover—and is somehow, the focus of interest— in community

change efforts.

Some explanations for the apparently weak understanding of community amongst those
involved in community informatics or community technology projects can be suggested.
First, the fact is that the field has developed at an extraordinary speed, particularly in the
second half of the 1990s, paralleling the exciting growth of Internet connectivity and
investment by government and others in public access. Technical capacities have not been
balanced with fine-grained understandings of community development and related practice
areas. While there are no studies of the background of those leading community ICT
projects in, for example, Australia, North America or the UK, many people appear to have
come to engage with communities on the basis of their skill with new technology,
information systems, librarianship, or management, rather than skills in community work or
community development. ‘Community’ has been a target for “intervention’, rather than
collaboration. Despite the best of intentions, many project workers do not appear to have
had a practical and responsive understanding of “social’ or ‘human factors’ as found with
say, community development workers, and an attraction to technical solutions for social
problems has affected their perspective. The lack of exposure to more humanistic

disciplines is reflected for example, in circular debates on listservs such as the Community
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Informatics lists (communityinformations@vancouvercommunity.net and the more specific
research list ciresearchers@vancouvercommunity.net), about the qualitative and
quantitative issues. There is a frequent positivistic qualification put to the discussion,
reflecting the continuing dominance of a technical-scientific discourse mode (see p. 21) to
the discussion of what are human problems, such as improving social capital, solving

illiteracy or poverty amelioration (Stillman 2005).

Furthermore, the commitment of large amounts of money into ICTs by governments and
foundations over the past decade (at least in developed countries), has probably also acted
to limit the possibility of more radical or challenging activity. Risk-averse public servants,
and academic or business contractors have naturally been more interested in potential
business and technical opportunities (and new careers) than long-term social and
community initiatives which entail risk. The capacity for innovation can be constrained in

such environments.

As an identified response to such conceptual and practice gaps, within community
informatics circles, new ideas are beginning to emerge. A June 2005 workshop,
“‘Supporting community through ICT’?, at the Open University in the UK in which the
author played a key role has been the first attempt to deepen theoretical understandings by
community informatics practitioners and thinkers. The workshop arouse because of a desire
to explore theoretical issues by a number of community informatics researchers and
practitioners. The workshop process was documented through a wiki (and some videoing),
and the wiki, based on workshop notes, was substantially drafted by the author, and these
notes are used as the basis of a discussion concerning particular problems for a critical
theory for community informatics. It had been intended to develop a further theoretical

response, but this has not yet occurred.

At the workshop, it was emphasised that language frames particular pictures of the world
and helps to constitute disciplinary frameworks and practices. Thus, as | wrote in the wiki,

based on group workshop notes:

% http://kmi.open.ac.uk/events/ci2005/. The version of the website cited here is current as of 15 July, 2005.
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The term ‘community informatics’ suggests that community informatics is a professional
discipline akin to health informatics which serves medicine and health care as defined care
sectors with quantifiable and clear processes. Drawing from this analogy, ‘community’ is
therefore seen as the subject of a particular set of information and management science
techniques used by academics and others (such as government officials) with a commitment to
particular socio-technical and industrial processes. Such processes are located around the means
of production of community knowledge (with knowledge as a replicable and tradable
commaodity), or social and community capital (also contested terms), via particular structures of

technology®®.

The group which worked on this statement was also of the view that much of the discourse
occurred at a distance from communities themselves, consistent with the distancing which
occurs in research, leading to a diminished authenticity (see also Appendix B in this thesis).
Language can incorporate different expressions of human communication (in the case of
ICTs, the mix of multimedia). Nor is spoken language a flat domain, unaffected by such
facts as education, class, or gender. Academia and administration tend to privilege
particular forms of discourse, excluding those without authority, particular knowledge or
particular qualifications. In some countries, English or Spanish for example, are privileged
as the language of power and ICTs, even though the majority may be users of national

languages (such as Hindi or Inca languages). Thus, in the wiki, | wrote:

Differences in gender, age, education and culture can mean an undervaluing of the tacit and
emergent in communities, particularly when researchers (and practitioners) are pressured to fulfil
particular funding contract or research goals in certain time frames that may have no meaning or

relevance to the particular community with which we are working.

Fears of telling the ‘real’ story or natural hesitations to be explicit bedevil all research and
development practice, and are a fact of any institutional or organisational experience. These
factors affect both the language of the researcher and researched, and lead to a “natural’ filtering
process. Even the concept of the ‘researched’ reveals a subject-object relationship, even if the
intention is through the research process to provide enlightenment and information. Some prefer
to use the term “partner’ or ‘participant’. We have all had experiences of non-verbal language and
cues which indicate that what we may want to know and do is not a one-track process, and a

process of subtle discussion and cueing is required. We all live within the frameworks of the

% http://kmi.open.ac.uk/events/ci2005/pmwiki.php/Together/Summary#themel (Accessed: 1 October, 2005).
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‘silent languages’ that bind our own cultures, but are pressured through the project commitments
or contracts that we have towards wanting particular lineal events and processes, usually

expressed through directive language and unambiguous processes.

The “other’ culture may see the world quite differently, and have its own special language, rituals,
and behavioural processes. These experiences are not remote things, but areas familiar as walking
into the board meeting of a new organisation and seeing how differently the meeting is
conducted, coming to terms with the complexity of ‘needs’ in a new housing estate where poverty
cannot be reduced to simplistic formulae in the context of other social bonds, or a particular

social embeddedness of a technology or commodity (such as water) in a developing country.

These concerns obviously resonate with Habermas’ concerns about authentic
communication in the public and private sphere (Habermas 1974). While the problem
cannot be resolved without the engagement of many community informatics or community
technology researchers and practitioners, the challenge is to develop that authentic language
that relates to the adoption and use of technology through increased capacity to bring to
light voices in the field. This viewpoint leads into the need for more effective, grounded
research techniques that capture and value the multiple forms of voices in the field. And by
voice here, we can mean different forms of media to capture community memory, speech,

song, action, or art (Stoecker and Stillman 2006)?’.

At the same time as there is a desire for a form of intellectual authenticity, the potential
need for some form of boundary setting was hinted at through the following statement in

the same wiki:

We work with borrowed language from the humanities, social sciences and computer sciences,
government, and the community and human services. This means that our practice is

multidisciplinary and emergent.

The implication of this statement is that an emergent field—what Kuhn would refer to as a
pre-paradigmatic state (Kuhn 1970: 17)— needs to set its own boundaries. However, is
there a need for a particular disciplinary boundary, given the potential for it to become

exclusionary in the same ways as other fields that become associated with a profession or

2" It may be appropriate in the future to explore aesthetic theory and its relationship to community’s adoption
of technology through a form of community-focussed appreciative inquiry (Preskill and Coghlan 2003) of
Einflhlung, or empathetic feeling into a particular act of creation (Read 1951: 30).
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academic discipline? A recent discussion by Ron Day about disciplinary boundaries issues
in the library sciences views the concept of professional ‘discipline” as an exclusionary
practice (Day and Pyati 2005). ‘Professional disciplines’ tend to reflect particular political
and rhetorical frameworks which develop in defence of particular performative professional
and particularly academic boundary settings (thus the preceding quotation about borrowed
language) from the Open University workshop). Furthermore, the emergence of the modern
profession of librarianship, with its emphasis on credentials for employment leads to a
constraint in professional discourse and training and disciplining of its membership
(Foucault and Gordon 1980), as the profession seeks to normalise itself within particular
academic and institutional structures (such as local government) . An ideology of internal

self-governance prevails.

As examples of the disciplining of a field through its conceptual framework and language,
Day refers to the emergence of categories such as ‘user’, ‘information behaviour’,
‘information needs’, and “experiments’ in library science. While they appear to be neutral
terms, they are by and large applied in an uncritical way, removed from social-political
questions which might lead to a questioning of their very adequacy in coping with the much
more complex issues such as class, gender or power, and how these determine how
information is constructed, provided, and accessed by particular ‘users’. In fact, library
science is caught in a particular ideological frame:

[P]artly due to the vast concentration of wealth in military and corporate research and partly due
to the subsequent willful ignorance of Marxist, non-quantitative, non-‘practical,” and, largely,
non-American analyses of information—analyses of information and society and culture have
almost totally been given over to so-called information specialists and public policy planners,
mainly from computer science, business and business schools, the government, and the

quantitative social sciences.

This concentration has led to a focus on quantitative methods of analysis, a neglect of critical
modes and vocabularies for analysis, a dependence on naive historiographical forms for
analyzing the phenomenon of information, and a neglect of art and culture outside of conceptions

of historical transmission (that is, “‘cultural heritage’). (Day 2001b: 3)
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A very similar challenge can be suggested for a so-called profession of community
informatics, given that its proponents are largely based in the academy and need to justify
their engagement with a new “discipline’. However, other than out of the desire to develop
an academic field, attract students, or support funding from government and others, how
necessary is it to ‘discipline’ a complex practice, given the emergent and constantly
changing nature of people’s activity with technology? Are there any axiomatic research
questions, particularly given the underdeveloped nature of community technology research
(Stoecker 2005a)? Furthermore, given the underdevelopment of community development

theory in general (see also p. 72), is the challenge too substantial at this time?

Foucault’s categories of technology

The above questions are very difficult questions for a new network of researchers and
practitioners to consider, but the perspective of Foucault appeared particularly relevant at
the Open University workshop. Foucault presented a ‘matrix of practical reason’ for
different technologies, echoing Habermas (and Foucault’s own dialogue with Kant), and |
used these to frame a discussion in the online wiki at the Open University workshop?, and
this is re-worked, in light of further reflection, below. Aspects of the discussion which |
developed for that workshop have become incorporated throughout this thesis. Foucault

wrote in Technologies of the Self:

As a context, we must understand that there are four major types of these ‘technologies’, each a
matrix of practical reason: (1) technologies of production, which permit us to produce, transform,
or manipulate things; (2) technologies of sign systems, which permit us to use signs, meanings,
symbols, or signification; (3) technologies of power, which determine the conduct of individuals
and submit them to certain ends or domination, an objectivizing of the subject; (4) technologies
of the self, which permit individuals to effect by their own means or with the help of others a
certain number of operations on their own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, and way of being,
5o as to transform | themselves in order to attain a certain state of happiness, purity, wisdom,

perfection, or immortality. (Foucault 1988)

%8 http://kmi.open.ac.uk/events/ci2005/pmwiki.php/Main/NewldeasAndFrameworks (Accessed: 1 October,
2005).
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Foucault’s categories for technologies and their relevance to the thesis are commented upon
as follows:

Technologies of production

Foucault’s concept of the ‘technologies of production’ heightens awareness of the
controlling aspects of particular technical systems, and the opportunities and constraints
that this may offer. In the context of community, these are the technical artifacts or
machines which community development or community technology projects endeavour to
use to improve communities. As seen so far, in the literature, artifactual technology is seen
as potentially constraining to human-centred technologies, through its rationalising and
disciplining effects upon human agency. While at the Open University workshop we did
not devote substantial time to discussing the relationship between people and machines, it
was felt that the sensitising concepts of Actor Network Theory could help to ‘unpack’ the
socially constructed and embedded relationships that we have with artifactual technology.
Actor Network Theory (see, below, p.179), particularly assists to elucidate the *strong
agency’ effect which technical artifacts appear to have in producing, manipulating, and
transforming practice and knowledge. In addition, when we speak of the agency of
technology, we are not just speaking of machines, but the technical systems of training and
expertise that are part of the discourse and structuring of production and reproduction
across time and space. That is to say, a language around ‘technical solutions’ with
particular assumptions about how particular technologies perform has been a central part of
the discourse in part, because of a belief that the technology can replace or substitute for

other forms of interpersonal relations.

Technologies of signs

Foucault’s technologies of signs serves to heighten the particular value set at work within
community and welfare work, with its humanistic, client focus. Much of the discussion at
the Open University workshop discussion revolved around the critical importance of
language—of understanding the complexities of the languages and signs of the different
systems and communities with which we work. Signs and languages are produced and

reproduced across time and space to produce histories (and discontinuities) for particular
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structural principles that preserve particular social institutions or orders. Language/s (such
as expert technical languages) are potentially disciplining and restrictive in particular ways
(paralleling Ron Day’s critique of professional discipline), and can prevent critical
exploration. Languages can be excluding: technical language can exclude non-technical
conversations and framing or problems and solutions, and vice versa. The challenge is for a
community informatics language that is inclusive, or one that can act as a translating

mechanism between the community at large and technical specialists.

Technologies of power

The group which worked with this theme at the Open University workshop made this point
explicitly: “technological knowledge and ownership of the technology are forms of power
and that leaders want to be near those with technical knowledge’. For people engaged in
community informatics/technology, unconscious and conscious decisions are made about
how power relations are conducted as processes of personal and institutional interaction. In
term of the relationship of “‘technologies of power’ to ‘technologies of care’, the literature
shows a discomfort with the replacement of human or client-centred systems by technical,
artifactual systems that require new expertise beyond that ordinarily held by workers in
welfare or community work. Knowledge of technical data, of the operations of particular
technical systems and mark-up or programming languages (eg HTML, PHP), or the
language of institutions are manipulated in their relationship with those 'above’, and with
the communities with which we work. Additional dimensions which can be added to this
include gender and ethnicity, as demonstrated through the domination of particular national
technical languages and cultural assumptions (for example American English) over

indigenous culture and language.

Technologies of the self

These are the systems by which we consciously and unconsciously determine our behaviour
as individuals and as others: for the researcher, it ‘contains’ the mores and ethics by which
we may or may not work. For members of some communities, it is the “training’ by which
particular opportunities and constraints can affect and effect their participation and use of

new material technologies. Within professions, as noted above in the discussion of Day’s
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critique of librarianship, the disciplining effects of particular ideologies can inhabit one’s
capacity to move outside what is seen to be acceptable or ethical within particular codes of
conduct. The connection of community technology projects to particular policy and
program interests can act to impose a particular training and discipline regime upon clients

to be socialised into particular learning or community behaviours.

Chapter conclusions

This chapter has reviewed a wide range of intersecting perspectives. The concepts of
community, community organisation and development, and the place of technology in that
relationship are not uniform. Indeed, government (and in this case, the focus has been on
the Victorian State government), has a relatively underdeveloped concept of the
relationship between ICTs and social and community development, though it has been
supportive of the use of modern ICTs in community settings. Community organisations
themselves have a similarly limited approach. The discourse is fairly narrow, on the one
hand concerned with efficiency and connection and impacts such as social capital and on

the other hand, the amelioration of digital divides.

From the perspective of welfare and community research, it is clear that the concept of
‘technology’ can be re-interpreted as a predominantly human process or practice,
incorporating a body of knowledge and practice which can be complemented by ICTs. This
has led to the productive idea of ‘technologies of care’, (see p. 90), which asserts that the
particular methodologies used in community or welfare work are akin to a technical
discipline or process. However, Webb, who views “technologies of care’ as a new means to
govern and constrain action, | view them equally offering opportunity and new forms of
agency. The new forms of agency can be studied in organisations such as Neighbourhood
Houses which are both users and providers of ICT access to their local communities, in
conjunction with the skills and processes they use—a form of technology—to support their

communities.

Recognising that there has thus far been a research gap, at least one study (Burt and Taylor,
see p. 85) has called for organisational technological ‘biographies’, suggesting a research
approach that is grounded in a deeper understanding of the particular culture and processes
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of CBOs. However, overarching theorisation about what underpins that form of ‘biography’
is still lacking, but some indications are there about what needs to be taken into account in

such a new framework.

First, there is a concern about the ‘gendering’ of technology. Several perspectives are
accounted for in this idea: the dominance of deterministic and rationalising understandings
(or lack of understandings) of welfare work, which assume that complex interpersonal
interactions, into which women have more insight, can be recalculated or boxed into

computerised systems.

Second, the idea of ‘technology’ is viewed much more holistically, by some writers
studying welfare and human service organisations, as something that is comprised of
human and material elements. Technology can include an assemblage or package of
frequently ambiguous processes, in which human agency is critical. These are typified by
Webb’s expression, ‘technologies of care’, though as noted, ICTs are viewed someone
pejoratively by him and other critics of ICT adoption in community settings, and | have
modified this understanding to include the capacity for agency. Furthermore, technology
also refers to matériel (in our case, ICTs), drawn upon in the reproduction, storage, and
calculation of elements of the human technology processes, though there can be resistance
to attempts to govern community or welfare work through technological processes without
an appropriate ‘translation’ (Gould) of the technology. There is potential for incorporation

of these ambiguous processes into new frameworks, such as structuration theory (Sandfort).

Finally, there is an assumption that community or welfare services work, at an ontological
level, is fundamentally different in orientation to what goes on in government or for-profit
business. Human services work is at its core about improving the lives of people, in

consultation with clients. Its core processes involve particular and equivocal technologies

of care.

Community informatics (as a generic label), still reflects a somewhat deterministic and
material approach to technology, even though it is recognised the relationship is complex,
and ripe for new theoretical development as it emerges from its foundation stages. Indeed,

given the rapidly changing technologies which are its subject, the need for disciplinary
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coherence is questionable, particularly if a continuing critical stance is to be adopted (Day).
There is a gulf between theorisation about technology (where it exists), and theories of
community development. Despite a desire to avoid techno-determinism, discourse still
appears focussed around the centrality of technology as the prime material agent, reflecting
a continuing attraction to technological, rather than deeper theoretical engagement with
processes and theories of community development. The latter include process, practices,
and theories concerned with complex and demanding political and social inquiry and
action. Finally, Foucault’s discussion of different technologies, which was used to
problematicise the issue of community informatics research at a prior research event, also
acts to add further depth to the multiple ways in which technology can be conceived,
around the issues of the meanings imputed to technical systems, and the operation of power

as a means of domination over both communities of practice and individuals.

These observations can be brought together through an overarching framework that can
work with both human agency and the effects and affects of ICTs. This is offered by
structuration theory and its various adaptations, and is the subject of the following two

chapters.
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6 What is structuration?

The purpose of this chapter and the one which follows is to provide an introduction to key
elements of structuration theory in light of conclusions drawn from the previous chapters
about the need for new frameworks in which to consider the complex and equivocal nature
of technology (both human and artifactual technology), in the life of community-based
organisations. Structuration theory provides many opportunities for providing a framework,
in which to consider the place within a wide-ranging, albeit controversial theoretical frame.
Because of the complexities of structuration, its various elements are purposely elaborated

in some detail.

Structuration as a recurrent social practice

The starting-point for theoretical thinking and empirical work in the social sciences should ...be

understood as the analysis of recurrent social practices. (Giddens 1989: 252)

This quotation is characteristic of the decades of work that Anthony Giddens has dedicated
to explicating the relationship between human agency or action and the creation of order
and social institutions. With considerable subtlety and synthetic ingenuity, he has re-
constituted key questions in social theory, and become a “sociologist king’, along with
other thinkers such as Beck and Bourdieu (Frankel 2001). The perspectives of other
theorists of power, order, control, and institutionalism such as Foucault or Habermas can be
incorporated within his useful framewaorks, though as his many critics have observed, he
has a magpie-like tendency to pick and choose theories or evidence (Sewell 1992). This has
resulted in an almost exasperated tone in some criticisms of his theoretical explorations
which delve into difficult areas of social theory that cross into the vast terrain of geography,
history, the history of ideas, social psychol