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  Abstract 
 
Because the Capability Approach is a highly influential body of theory concerned 
with human development, it is appropriate that Community Informatics should 
consider its ideas and practices as a way of further developing a more nuanced 
conceptual and practical  ‘tool box’.   While the Capability Approach has been 
discussed with respect to Development Informatics (Zheng 2009), there are enough 
differences with Community Informatics that it deserves a distinct discussion.  As a 
first step in this direction, the article examines propositions developed from a number 
of Community Informatics workshops in recent years and their relationship to the 
Capability Approach.  It also suggests a way forward for a Community Informatics-
Capability Approach research and practice agenda. 
 
Keywords:  Capability Approach, Community Informatics, Development informatics, 
social-technical theory,  social outcome frameworks. 

Clic
k t

o b
uy N

OW
!PD

F-XChange Viewer

w
w

w.docu-track.c
om Clic

k t
o b

uy N
OW

!PD

F-XChange Viewer

w
w

w.docu-track.c

om

http://www.pdfxviewer.com/
http://www.pdfxviewer.com/


The Capability Approach Draft 15 November 2010 
 
 
 
 

2 
 

  Introduction 
 
Access to ICTs as a constituent element of effective citizenship in a global 
information society is reflected in such international platforms as the World Summit 
on the Information Society (http://www.itu.int/wsis). The WSIS is internationally 
significant because it is associated with the UN Millennium Goals,  a significant 
international benchmark of social inequality. The relevant UN General Assembly 
resolution included the statement that there was an ‘urgent need to harness the 
potential of knowledge and technology for promoting the goals of the United Nations 
(UN) Millennium Declaration and to find effective and innovative ways to put this 
potential at the service of development for all’1.    
 
The Capability Approach, originating with Amartya Sen,  has influenced policies 
concerned with the Millennium Goals and other UN activity.  However, its 
technicalities are not easy to grasp.  It is a complex philosophical, economic and 
policy argument developed in many specialist papers, unusually drawing upon both 
Western and Indian philosophical traditions, though this may explain its appeal in 
international circles.   The most relevant aspect of Sen’s work for this paper concerns 
the relationship between material and non-material factors which result in improved 
social well-being and in turn, how to evaluate well-being. In this paper, primarily 
drawing on two  monographs directed at non-specialists (Development as Freedom 
and The Idea of Justice), only a summary of key issues is discussed, but they are 
broad and significant propositions which now engage many thinkers, researchers, and 
practitioners 2. There are other significant commentators such as Martha Nussbaum 
who have made fundamental contributions to the Capability Approach, but this article 
cannot take up all the significant nuances in the debate (Nussbaum, 2003; Sen 2001; 
Sen 2009).  
 
Sen relentlessly challenges conventional thinking about social problems by 
highlighting the importance of the ‘possible plurality of competing principles’ as a 
means to creative problem solving on life and death issues in development.  In 
particular, problems are constantly posited against human rights principles. Sen 
suggests in the Idea of Justice that ‘it is hard…to envisage cogently how persons in 
society can think, choose, or act within being influenced one way or other by the 
nature and working of the world around them’ (Sen 2009: 14-15).   Sen is particularly 
critical of abstract  theories that are avoid moral and social stances on issues such as 
social justice.   Poverty, justice, freedom, and other measures of human capability 
have to be considered as embedded in real world situations and not absolute or 
normative qualities found in, methodological individualism,  rational choice theory or 

                                                 
1   UN General Assembly Resolution 56/183) , cited from http://www.itu.int/osg/spu/wsis-

themes/UNMDG/index.html (Accessed 15 September 2010). 

2   The bibliography of others’ research attached to each of these books is considerable and can 

be fruitfully used to explore the related literature. 
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utilitarian theories of human behaviour. The position he takes is an important warning 
against the narrow focus  of thinking in academia or policy development, already 
echoed in Habermas’ early critique of  the technological rationality in social 
governance (Habermas 1971).  Thus, his relentless questioning of conventional 
economic wisdom in dealing  with poverty has made him influential, resulting, for 
example, in the UN  Human Development Reports3.   
   
According to Sen, the presence or absence of democratic freedoms as a constituent 
part of human development is as much a factor in the exercise of personal freedom 
and a high standard of living as ‘freedom from hunger’ (Sen 1979) .    Indeed,  the  
availability or absence of freedom is ‘not only the basis of the evaluation of success or 
failure [in development], but it is also a principal determinant of individual initiatives 
and social effectiveness’ (Sen 2001: 18).   What that final exercise of freedom  
constitutes for each person something that cannot be predetermined: is a matter of 
choice by the individual in finding the right mix of material and non-material 
resources to build and fulfil personal capacity. Consequently, the purpose of 
development is to set in place foundations for effective personal choice.  This  also 
leads to an understanding of  ‘freedom’ being countermanded by the absence of 
freedom and in particular, the freedom to choose a particular form of social agency 
that can take advantage of what Sen describes as  ‘functionings,’  which vary from 
basic conditions of existence to feelings of self-worth. Exclusion from freedom  (what 
Sen calls ‘unfreedom’), in  the sense of not having the capacity for agency in society, 
is thus  a societal and individual capability failure, and not a normative failure (Sen 
2000).   
 
In order for policy makers or academics to take on board his ideas about human 
development and well-being,  Sen argues that they be wary of ‘informational 
exclusion’, the exclusion of other concepts, theories and data and perhaps more 
broadly, ways of living.  Such exclusions can in fact have negative effects when 
methodologically sloppy policy and practice are developed and implemented.  Other 
perspectives always need to be taken into account because they can provide a much 
richer picture of the factors which contribute to particular problems and as conversely, 
factors which can result in problem alleviation.   It should also be noted that concern 
over exclusionary thinking is familiar from fields such as indigenous studies, resulting 
in the maintenance of colonial ways of thinking and behaving (Stillman and Craig 
2006) . The potential value clash between the researcher and the researched  (or the 
policy maker and the public) has been referred to as the meeting of ‘irreconcilable 
ontologies’ (Russell 2005) , and in the view of an Australian indigenous researcher, 
‘attempting to match these two systems of knowing often results in one system being 
subsumed by the other, or one being presented as an alternative to the other; not in 
them being equal but different world views’  (Faulkenhead, Russell, Singh, and 
McKemmish, 2007).  However, because Sen is so influential, the issue of 
informational exclusion and its effects have been conveyed to a wider audience public 
than is usually the case in academic work. 
 

                                                 
3   http://hdr.undp.org/en/ (Accessed September 15, 2010). 
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Through his analysis of the concept of poverty and its relationship to well-being, 
sensitized by a concern for ‘informational exclusions’ Sen has come up with a series 
of propositions about what needs to be considered as essential determinants of  a 
social being and how these factors come to influence a person’s life opportunities and 
choices.    This concept of the person can also be used to replace the simplistic and 
‘thin’ concept of the ‘user’ and associated ‘user needs’ that has bedevilled 
Information Systems thinking, design, and  practice.  A more complete understanding 
of  a  ‘social actor’, influenced by, and participant in complex social structures is a 
recognised desideratum in Information Science (Lamb and Kling 2003).  
Consequently, a richer social ontology of a person as the result of a  ‘produced’ social 
reality is  not a simple abstraction.  Following Sen’s  lead, a  person’s  well-being 
needs to be conceived of much more broadly, subject to four key factors: 
 

• physical differences and disabilities; 
• differences in the physical environment;  
• variations in social climate (thus, the state of personal and public ‘health’ in its 

broadest sense);  
• relational perspectives, that is the normative dimension associated to 

perceptions of dignity, poverty or disability that affect personal behaviour.    
 

Coupling and weighting these dimensions  amounts to a sophisticated  means of 
developing a picture of a person in society and then evaluating the outcomes of social 
interventions based on a person’s functionings and capabilities. Much of the rest of 
his work, and that of others,  is spent on developing detailed arguments about each of 
these points which then tie into the development of formulae and metrics for 
‘capability sets’ such as that used for  the UN Human Development Index. But as 
Robeyns observes, a difficulty with the Capability Approach is that its 
interdisciplinary theories and frameworks are ‘radically underspecified and [because] 
every application requires additional specifications, there are always a number of 
different ways in which a particular question can be answered using the capability 
approach’ Robeyns 2006: 371).  
 
Thus, for the purposes of this paper, a simplification of  the Capability Approach is 
proposed to aid the discussion and  provide elements of an analytical and practical 
framework for Community Informatics, using insights from Structuration Theory  as 
applied to Community Informatics (Giddens 1984; Stillman and Linger 2009): 
 

• Functionings are assumed to be material and other resource facilities that 
provide a form of power to conduct agency (as is found in Structuration 
Theory). 

• Capabilities are potential agentic choices, drawing upon facilities.  Sen also 
calls these ‘conversions’ or ‘combinations’:   a person’s ‘capability’ refers to 
the alternative combinations of functionings that are feasible for her to 
achieve particular goals. Capability is thus a kind of freedom: the substantive 
freedom to achieve alternative functioning combinations or, less abstractly, 
the freedom to achieve various lifestyles (Sen 2001: 75 ).  These 
‘combinations’ or conversion choices are located within a social domain of 
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power relations, social norms and communicative activity to achieve ends 
(similar to the modalities of interpretive schemes and norms in Structuration 
Theory). 

• The result of the interaction between these two variables results in 
‘achievements’, particularly with regard to poverty amelioration, health, or 
environment or other factors that promote well-being and  ‘substantive 
freedoms’.   These achievements and  achievements of freedom can be used to 
measure a person’s (or a community’s) development relevant to inputs.  Such 
achievements are quite distinct from the traditional measures of poverty 
alleviation (for example, the amounts of aid).  Achievements, when put 
through various formulae that asses their relative importance  can be used to 
evaluate community or societal effects of a particular intervention. 

 
Sen recognizes how complex such measurements and evaluations can be to achieve in 
practice, with the danger of looking for the ‘one correct formula’ (again, the spectre of 
informational exclusions looms)  and  that ‘the real issue is whether we can use some 
criteria that would have greater public support, for evaluative purposes, than the crude 
indicators often recommended on allegedly technological grounds, such as real-
income measures.  This is central for the evaluative basis of public policy’  (Sen 
2001: 18). Furthermore, communities themselves need to be involved in developing 
the constituent elements of capability sets through increased democratic participation 
in policy development which in turn, sets in place development programs.   Sen also 
says that  ‘the people have to be seen … as being actively involved – given the 
opportunity – in shaping their own destiny, and not just as passive recipients of the 
fruits of cunning development programs’ (ibid, p. 53, also 80-81). 
 
With respect to Community Informatics, we can suggest that Sen’s foundational ideas 
can further sensitize Community Informatics through linking a better explication of its 
social-technology agenda to a much larger body of sophisticated research that has 
developed around the idea of human capacity and well-being. First, however, the 
concept of Community Informatics needs further discussion.  
 

 Community Informatics 
 
Gurstein’s statements can be regarded as having default canonical status due to their 
frequent citation in Community Informatics literature. His most recent statement 
about Community Informatics is that it assumes: 
 
“… a commitment to universality of technology-enabled opportunity including to the 

disadvantaged; a recognition that the “lived physical community” is at the very 

center of individual and family well-being – economic, political, and cultural; a belief 

that this can be enhanced through the judicious use of ICT; a sophisticated user-

focused understanding of Information Technology; and applied social leadership, 

entrepreneurship and creativity" (Gurstein 2007: 12) . 
  

Community Informatics work emphasizes human and social technical, rather than 
isolated technical work in the development of solutions to particular social problems, 
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particularly in unstructured, rather than formally bounded environments  (de Moor 
2009; Stillman and Linger 2009; Stillman 2010a). At the same time, unlike  more 
traditional technology research, Community Informatics is concerned to theorize 
about the place of technology in society as a tool for social betterment. Such activity 
should work  to alleviate and provide agentic choices for what has been recognised as 
the digital divide, sometimes also known as e-inclusion or e-exclusion.    
 
Community Informatics  understands that ‘community’ is a complex sociological 
phenomenon  (Vidich, Bensman and Stein 1970) .   Contemporary ‘community’ can 
include geographic locations as well as virtual presences and a mix of the two, but a 
key focus is upon emergent problem solving with people in communities, particularly 
problems associated with some form of social, cultural or ICT disadvantage in 
developed countries as well as in developing countries.    Thus, while there is an 
intersection with the interests of Development Informatics, not all its concerns are 
intrinsically the same as those found in  Development Informatics which often works 
as an adjunct to another international development policies and projects, particularly 
at a macro-level.     
 
 Community Informatics  is not solely concerned with the design, or implementation 
of a social-technical system for a particular social context.  Ideally, and particularly 
through its sophisticated engagement with communities and social collectivities, it 
also takes a  more critical approach that examines the relationships between people 
and technology in creating (and reproducing material) inequalities of class, power, 
gender, the distribution of resources, and so in particular circumstances, as mediated 
through and shaped by ICTs.     This approach draws upon theories in areas such as 
cultural studies,  sociology, gender studies, studies in science and technology in 
society and so on.   Its interest in the community or group as the vehicle for social-
technical change is also somewhat different to the more individualized ‘user’  
approach in Information Systems and perhaps in Development Informatics thinking as 
well.  Through  its different agenda, Community Informatics can inform people 
engaged in more traditional design  or policy roles about a different approach to 
technology in society, in that Community Informatics has a strong social justice and 
collectively-oriented ontology which influences how it sees the tasks of  social-
technical design.   Furthermore, through embracing  sophisticated community-based 
research techniques (Stoecker 2005), it works towards the active empowerment and 
engagement of the communities it works with in problem solving, including social-
technical solutions.  Thus, unlike the rather dystopic view  of technology offered by 
many contemporary critical thinkers (Dyer-Witheford 1999) , Community Informatics 
argues that ICTs offer the capacity for independent agency, resistance and social, 
cultural or economic creativity . 
 

Confirmatory  propositions for Community Informatics 
 

The following set of propositions about Community Informatics in light of the 
Capability Approach have been developed as the result of the analysis of data from 
three workshops during 2005-2007, but they also confirm the anecdotal evidence 
about the orientation of the informal Community Informatics research and practice 
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community (Day 2010).  The workshop events were attended by a wide variety of 
people involved in  the informal Community Informatics research community.    The 
strength of the group workshops is that they add depth to propositions that have been 
developed about Community Informatics by individual scholars over the years (for 
example, in O'Neil 2002; Stillman and Stoecker 2008), or discussed on listservs. The 
data  are summarized in the Appendix, through the adaptation of a table of concepts 
developed by Stillman and Linger (2009) 4.    
 
  The propositions developed from the workshops are as follows, using a grounded 
theory approach (Glaser and Strauss 1967) : 
 

• In the Community Informatics context, ICTs are primarily a group or 
community tool for social development.  

• Community Informatics is primarily engaged in community development, not 
business development. 

• In a Community Informatics-context one-shot implementation and incentives 
to change are problematic. 

• In a Community Informatics context, technological effects are not direct and 
immediate and evaluation is complex. 

 
Each of these propositions and suggested connections to the Capability Approach is 
discussed below. 
 

1. In the Community Informatics context, ICTs are primarily a group or 

community tool for social development.  

 
First, the workshops confirmed that the focus of Community Informatics work is 
overwhelmingly oriented to a community-oriented conception of technology, based 
on the assumption that individuals in dire need are often in situations where 
collectively-oriented analyses and process are critical for supporting individual 
engagement and use. This results in a desire for group tools and processes, rather than 
individually-oriented solutions, due to a rejection of crude forms of methodological 
individualism. Individuals, as part of a greater whole, belong to communities and their 
component parts (families, workplaces, neighbourhoods, friendships) that are the 
result of  particular social-economic formations.  These ideas connect well with Sen 
because Development as Freedom  and the more recent The Idea of Justice present  
the issue of social development as the individualized aggregation of multiple social 
personal effects for a better society as a whole.  Communities, subject to the 
opportunities and constraints in them and externally, provide the  bedrock of linkages, 
relationships and resources (including ICTs and networks) from which a person can 
exhibit agency (capability) resulting in personal transformation, a more secure 
personal ontology and physical environment.  These are fundamental propositions for 
any authentic form of community development such as Community Informatics, 

                                                 
4   While the original wiki sites are no longer available, they are available through archive.org 

(see the links via http://cirn.wikispaces.com/Conferences+%26+Events) 
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based on well-established theories  and practices coming from the community and 
welfare practices area (Bhattacharyya 1995) and practices (Rothman, 1972) .   
 
Because Community Informatics is interested in building community solidarity and 
agency,  through a structurational lens, social-technical networks can be considered as 
a form of functioning  and capability engaged in a productive duality, that is, one 
effects each other, but neither can be considered separately.   Community Informatics 
provides the conceptual means for social-technology interventions to resource this 
duality, and to  be the medium and outcome for practices which influence the context 
and capacity of individuals to exercise and improve their freedom and well-being.   If 
one considers the importance  of enhanced information capability  as essential to well-
being in the information society, then Community Informatics could consider 
developing particular criteria as part of what might be called a ‘communications well-
being capability set’ as part of an overall human development index.      
 
 

2.  Community Informatics is  primarily engaged in community 

development, not business development. 
 
As already suggested, Community Informatics is a form of community development.  
Care needs to be taken to recognize the different cultural, resource and power 
dimensions at  play within communities and to develop responsive social-technical 
interventions that are appropriate to the values and priorities of a community.   
Business development, including  the imposition of  business models and practices in 
ICT implementation need to be contextualized within this framework.  As Sen makes 
very clear, these include power relationships that are a result of such factors as age, 
gender, class,  resources, disability,  the presence or absence of human rights and 
sometimes family, clan, tribal or caste affiliation and dynamics, as well as other 
factors seen as significant within a particular community and its other stakeholders 
(such as  corruption and payoff cultures, or political affiliations).   How these factors 
interact with ICT capacity,  including business capacity ‘around’ communities is one 
of the challenges to Community Informatics. The relationship between this kind of 
work and Sen’s interest in community building through the Capability Approach that 
is ripe for empirical exploration in Community Informatics.   
 
 
Furthermore, in contrast to traditional  accountability and evaluation models in 
business or government, community ‘outcomes’ while often inchoate in traditional 
business terms, are a combination of concern for process and social outcomes 
(changes in people’s circumstances).  Of course, there may well be business activities 
that are amenable to traditional outcome assessments, but these need to be guided by a 
high degree of awareness of particular circumstances of a community.   For example,  
the Social Return on Investment methodology is one approach that is of increasing 
interest for assessing outcomes in communities, though modelling for ICT-related  
social and community outcomes has not yet been operationalized (Emerson, 
Wachowicz et al. 1999).   In the same way,   the concept of ‘social accountability’ in 
which ICTs can play a key role as a vehicle for both shaping and conveying different 
forms of accountability from top to bottom and in reverse  is of  increasing  interest to 
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NGOs (Claasen and Alpin-Lardies 2010) .   However, the crude implementation of 
business concepts such as ‘sustainability’  have caused government or development 
agency-supported ICT projects for communities to founder in both developed and 
developing environments (Stillman, Kethers, French and Lombard, 2010). 
 
Related to the problem of  accountability or evaluation is the issue of control of 
outcomes, particularly as they relate to informational outcomes.  Many communities 
do not wish to have their knowledge and culture appropriated or simply ‘put on the 
market’, and this has engendered considerable debate for example, in the field of 
archives and records as it encounters disadvantaged groups.  This has been found to 
be the case in groups such as the Roma, Maori, or First Nations people in other 
countries for example, but it is also the case in working networks with women with 
breast cancer or people with mental illness (Iacovino 2007; Whitley and Hosein 
2010).   Thus, the  assumption that openness of records is a de facto social good  for 
an  individual or community cannot be assumed, again alerting the researcher and 
practitioner to the sensitivities of working with different social ontologies. This of 
course, is also reflective of general societal concerns over the security and safety of 
personal information online through data sharing, social network and so on.   This is 
another issue which can be considered in terms of the development of an electronic   
‘information rights capability set’ and whether certain ICT practices as controlled by 
communities can be incorporated into a human rights approach that accords with the  
Capability Approach.  
 

3.  In a Community Informatics-context one-shot implementation & incentives 

to change are problematic. 

Many of the issues that were raised in the workshops with respect to the divergence 
from traditional business or government models are also relevant in this context.   
Community Informatics develops nuanced  social-technical responses to complex 
social problems and situations, and this is to be expected as it deals with ‘real world’ 
issues.  
 
Community change is neither a logical process nor necessarily a positive experience 
for those involved.  Participation and participatory methods for social and technical 
choice cannot assume outcomes to always favour change or a particular technology.  
Some, like Stoecker, a proponent of community-driven research techniques,  would 
claim that design begins with the community developing the question to solve the 
problem and only at the very end, does the question of getting into technology arise. 
This contrasts with the deterministic approach often associated with ICT initiatives .   
 
As an example of the need for different ways of looking at the problem, the issue of 
the appropriate form of literacy needed for individual and community ICT capacity 
was raised at the Prato workshop (refer to the Appendix), and this can be 
contextualized in term of the group orientation of much work in Community 
Informatics.  The question of effective use of ICTs is not just one of being able to use 
a keyboard or a mobile phone.  Literacy also needs to interpreted as a social capacity 
to use, manage and create information, knowledge (and technical adjuncts) for 
community and social capital. Empirically, this is reflected in valuable studies of the 
application of the Capability Approach and structuration theory through a 
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Development Informatics  lens (Zheng 2007; Zheng and Heeks 2008; Zheng 2009) . 
 

4. In a Community Informatics context, technological effects are not direct 

and immediate and evaluation is complex. 
 
 
Because Community Informatics as a form of social-technical practice is so closely 
linked to community development, its effects or causal sequences, particularly in the 
long-term,  cannot be prescribed or predicted.   What also emerges through anecdote, 
the research literature, and the workshops summarized here is a demand for 
longitudinal investment in projects in order that real social effects can take place and 
be measured through different means.  
 
From the writer’s perspective and interaction with other researchers, short-term 
funding of Community Informatics initiatives consistently inhibits the development of 
adequate research.  As discussed, social-technical effects are emergent,  enacted, and 
dependent upon human agency,  rather than being simply embodied through the 
technology . The evaluation of community change through the agency of ICTs effects 
is therefore difficult, particularly because social outcomes cannot be easily quantified 
and effective qualitative means to capture information can only be adequately 
developed in conjunction with the community or its key stakeholders.  This makes 
Community Informatics similar to many other socially-oriented and community 
development approaches which do not fit into traditional, rational, planning and 
evaluation models, and in which community interests are a significant part of working 
out a solution.   
 
Community Informatics also  faced with social and   technical contingency and 
reconfigurability, subject to the whims of (sometimes dysfunctional)  human and 
(sometimes malfunctioning) non-human actors (Arnold 2004).  Additionally, as  a 
form of social technical innovation, outcomes are often unpredictable, sometimes 
resulting in risk-adverse decision making. In fact, a culture of information inclusion 
(being aware of Sen’s concept of information exclusion) and lateral thinking and 
inclusion of the community in problem-solving through such methods as community-
based research (Stoecker 2005b) , would possibly lead to better decisions based on  
effective proxy measures and strong  and rigorous data generated and supported from 
the bottom.  Community development research methodologies that lie outside 
traditional technological R&D methods are required,  and these necessitate an 
epistemological leap assisted by the Capability Approach which would allow for the 
development of measures which relate to the connection between ICTs in a 
community and human well being.  
 

 What is to be done? 
 
This article has not specified a particular solution that would be used to build a 
‘formula’ or specific framework for implementing and evaluating a Capability 
Approach for Community Informatics, but there appear to be several directions in 
which this work could go. 
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First, there should be further in depth research into the  vast research  literature of  the 
Capability Approach to see if any existing measures and weightings for different 
capabilities and measures could be aggregated as part of what might be called a 
‘communications well-being capability set’ or an ‘information rights capability set’ 
integrated into the Capability Approach, used to weigh and calculate degrees of  
social-technical freedom or unfreedom  and the well-being set in place by ICTs in 
both developing and developed countries.   
 
Second, another dedicated Community Informatics expert workshop, similar to those 
summarized in this article could explore the above issues and develop consensus (and 
dissensus) documentation for further work, elaborate and development into particular 
specialist approaches and studies and ideas for ‘capability sets’. 
 
Third, through the influence and participation of the Community Informatics 
community, research and student projects could be set in place which actually test the 
Capability Approach, and the results used to set in place both a body of practice and 
theoretical or research knowledge for publication or use in further Community 
Informatics events.   
 

 Conclusions 
 
Community Informatics could fruitfully benefit from incorporating many aspects of 
the Capability Approach to deepen its understanding of human agency with 
technology.   This article has been only able to touch the surface on a rich body of 
concepts which needs considerable further exploration.  However, there are a number 
of caveats that should be raised with respect to an application of a new body of 
theory. 
 

• Possible resistance and difficulty in the incorporation of another level of 
theory into the Community Informatics field.  Sen’s argument is not easy to 
read for people who are not versed in philosophical and social theory, and not 
all aspects of the theory may be easily commensurable with Community 
Informatics frameworks, if at all. 

• Considerable work needs to be done in presenting a manageable précis of the 
Capability Approach work to different audiences in Community Informatics. 

• Cost, both in human and resource terms of developing ideas and projects may 
inhibit the easy application of the Capability Approach.  Goodwill alone may 
not carry such new ideas forward.  Potentially, collaborative grant applications 
could be developed, though funding is in short supply and the competition 
fierce.  The most practical suggestion, alluded to earlier, is holding further 
workshops to advance this proposal. 
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 Appendix: 

  
The history of the workshops and conference brainstorm session (hereafter 
‘workshops’) is as follows.  
 

• The first event was a Roundtable Workshop at the Open University, Milton 
Keynes, UK on June 2-3 2005. The workshop focussed on developing a set 
of key propositions and statements about Community Informatics.  Nineteen 
people came together from Australia, Brazil, Ireland, Portugal, Sri Lanka, 
and the UK.  During the workshop, the wiki was used to document the 
sessions, and some comments added shortly after the event. 

• The second event was a Brainstorm held at the 2006 Prato (Italy) Community 
Informatics Conference which was attended by about 45 people, and a wiki 
was set up to record the results of the brainstorm. In the morning session of 
the first conference day, participants were asked to write what they thought 
were the ‘Big Questions’ of Community Informatics.  Nearly 100 questions 
were generated.  

• The third event was a Workshop called ‘CIBlend’ held in Porto (Portugal) 
26-27 November 2007. A wiki was also developed for that event. To quote 
the wiki: ‘The purpose of this statement is to analyse and clarify the meaning 
of the term 'community informatics' in order that our use of ICTs, or 
Information and Communication Technologies, with communities is made 
more effective, and that a theoretical, knowledge and skills base develops to 
better deal with the many challenges that we face in working with 
communities for social betterment’ .  It has been the intention of the group 
that to write the documentation up into a final form, but his has not yet been 
achieved, thought he unedited documentation is still available.  

 
The events were attended by a wide variety of people involved in Community 
Informatics, they represent, even in a crude  and opportunistically interpreted way, 
thinking of the Community Informatics expert community, informal as it is (Day 
2010).   As another  example of synthetic work, a study has been done of the concept 
of ‘power’ and ‘empowerment’  in published Community Informatics research papers 
in the Journal of Community Informatics (Arnold and Stillman 2009). 
 
Because of the considerable amount of documentation generated through these events, 
it has been consolidated, and summarized through the adaptation of a table of 
concepts developed by Stillman and Linger (Stillman and Linger 2009: Table 2)5.    
 
The right hand column in the table below presents the key propositions and 

                                                 
5   While the original wiki sites are no longer available, they are available through archive.org 

(see the links via http://cirn.wikispaces.com/Conferences+%26+Events) 
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supporting data from each workshop that are discussed in this article.  
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Appendix 

 
Standard ISD 

Perspectives 

Key Community 
Informatics 
perspectives 

Workshop concepts  

I.  IT is primarily an 
individual tool 

I  Community networks are 
social technical relationships 
and structures for local 
communities; both people 
ICTs have degrees of 
agency. 

I.  In the Community Informatics context, ICTs 
are primarily a group or community social-
technical relationship and tool for social 
development. 
1. ICTs are not at the core of many 

community/community agencies actions. 
Social/people technology is just as important and 
knowledge and expertise are not just tacit or 
implicit, but may be expressed in unfamiliar ways. 

2. Communities, not just individuals are the focus of 
Community Informatics, though the diversity of 
individuals is acknowledged and of concern. [OU]  

3. How do we design for community rather than 
individual use of technologies? [Prato] 

4. How do we get community to continue to use the 
technology to build on their own community? 
[Prato] 

5. While (Community Informatics specialists and 
practitioners) can have good knowledge of 
community dynamics (though within that category 
there are still substantial differences), people 
trained in Information Systems  tend not to have a 
familiarity with public policy practice or community 
problem solving techniques. It can be difficult to 
bring these two perspectives about technology 
and its relationship to community together and to 
share balanced perspectives and a common 
language.  [Porto] 

II Business models 
are sufficient 

II A community model is 
needed that incorporates 
depth understanding of the 
concept of community and 
community organisations as 
supporting group social 
solidarity and human 
agency. 

 

II     Community Informatics is engaged primarily 
in community development, not business 
development.  

1. Where healthy communities exist, the challenges 
are less demanding and the role of policy is 
normally to support and sustain their existence 
and when appropriate, facilitate community 
renewal. In circumstances where community is 
being eroded or does not exist, policy's role should 
be to encourage community building and 
organisation. To achieve such goals policy needs 
to facilitate: capacity building, community activity, 
and community involvement. Building capacity 
means stimulating the processes through which 
communities acquire and hone the skills to 
manage and develop an environment of 
community. Capacity building can relate both to 
skills, knowledge and expertise among individual 
community members but can also apply to 
developing, supporting and sustaining 
organisational skills, knowledge and expertise in 
community groups, networks and 
institutions…Community involvement is the 
achievement of broader participation in the 
activities and processes of community life and is a 
prerequisite to achieving healthy communities. 

[Porto] 
2. For people engaged in community 

informatics/technology, unconscious and 
conscious decisions are made about such power 
relations in how different forms of technology; the 
artefact, technical knowledge and expertise 
systems etc., are manipulated in their relationship 
with those 'above', and with the communities with 
which they work. [OU Workshop]  

3. Technological knowledge and ownership of the 
technology are forms of power and that 
(community) leaders want to be near those with 
technical knowledge'. [OU Workshop] 
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4. What is community memory? The collection of 
group memory in (contested) communities is 
complex and demands great sensitivity. While 
tools maybe there, protocols may be difficult to 
develop that are acceptable to community 
stakeholders, and stakeholders may not be 
representative of all interests [Prato] 

5. Significantly, based on our encounters with both 
practitioners and researchers from many different 
countries, we see little difference based on factors 
such as the division between developed and non-
developed countries. [Porto] 

III  One-shot 
implementation & 
incentives to change 
are unproblematic 

III Community Informatics-
ISD as a community-
oriented participatory 
process. 

III.   In a Community Informatics-context 
one-shot implementation & incentives to 
change are problematic. 

1. Design methods being used to create participatory 
tools  [Prato] 

2. Clarification of the literacies communities need to 
construct and shared memories digitally. Methods 
to empower disadvantaged communities with 
these digital technologies [Prato] 

3. The relationship between the researcher and the 
researched is fraught with complexities based on 
power, knowledge, skills, gender, dis/ability [OU] 

4. Communities and informatics are political and 
complex. They shape and are shaped by political 
context and political discourse’ We need to make 
that explicit’ [OU Workshop] 

5. The know-how and skills of community 
practitioners combined with the local knowledge 
(often tacit)  – developed through the 'lived 
experiences'– of local community citizens 
contributes to an impressive knowledgebase from 
which an understanding of the social environment 
of community can be developed [OU workshop].. 

6. Often untapped, community knowledge bases 
such as these, are an indispensable resource for 
community research. The process of realising and 
animating these knowledge bases can be 
enormously empowering. Stimulating new 
community activity and breathing renewed life into 
community activities [OU workshop].  

7. Through the development of participatory 
relationships, routine processes of research e.g. 
problem/issue/research question articulation, 
planning, data collection and classification, critical 
evaluation and analysis are undertaken 
collaboratively between researcher and 
community in community research. Participants 
develop and refine research skills that can be 
applied in other community contexts, e.g. 
community organising and the preparation of 
funding applications. The sharing of expertise and 
knowledge in this way can be beneficial to all 
participants of community research partnerships 
[Porto].  

IV Technological 
effects are direct and 
immediate 

IV Effects are not immediate 
or causation always easily 
demonstrable.  

Social-technical effects are 
complex and not amenable 
to scientific or traditional 
social-science 
methodologies of research.  

Evaluation is complex 

IV  In a Community Informatics context, 
technological effects are not direct and immediate 
and evaluation is complex 

1. There is still a lack of evaluation and reflection in 
community informatics projects.  

a. a) To separate content of project from 
its context especially influence of 
context on success or failure  

b. b) Very few short-term proxies have 
been identified for long-term impact, 
imponderables "cultural impact" "social 
cohesion" "inclusion" "empowerment" 
"identity" etc.  

c. c) Sharing of failures as well as 
successes needed. [Prato] 

2. Problems arise if emphasis in the evaluation is 
placed primarily on perceived successes in regard 
to use, perhaps to justify funding and/or support 
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future funding applications. Surface or weak 
evaluations that presume effective use and avoid 
any kind of critique are not likely to place 
importance on identifying or highlighting 
unforeseen problems and unmet objectives. 
Participation of those involved is often avoided 
and important lessons are lost. It is not possible to 
utilise lessons or incorporate findings into further 
developments. Moreover, critique is not shared 
with others. On the other hand, strong 
administrative evaluations that encourage 
participation of those involved, identify problems 
and discuss challenges openly with a view to 
learning and sharing are extremely useful in 
feeding authentic information back into future 
developments. [OU] 

3. What are useful community lifecycle models? 
What purposes can they serve in describing, 
analysing and improving community operations? 
What are good, archetypical examples of 
successful community evolution processes? 
[Prato] 

4. One problem to recognize in terms of research is 
that while qualitative and participatory approaches 
often seem more valuable to many researchers, 
funders and other outside groups still often see 
conventional research methods as more valid or 
trustworthy. So researchers often have to create 
hybrid approaches to methods. That is a fruitful 
area of work that needs to be developed further. In 
addition to a lasting interest in, and commitment to 
community and its needs, community research 
requires an a priori commitment to the 
development of knowledge. [Porto] 
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