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ABSTRACT

In this paper, we argue firstly that researchergritical
computing should address the specific informatio a
communication technology (ICT) needs and activitids
those agencies concerned with emancipatory
Secondly, we argue that a critical perspective,lieity

foregrounding empowerment and emancipatory congernsknow that

forms a basis for emphasising the practice of iddi&ls,
groups and organsations , rather than purely fagushn
organisational form in social action.

We discuss this context of social action, identifyisome
relevant ICT-related challenges. We identify thteemes
that highlight factors that differentiate ICT supfpdor
social action groups from the setting of converdlon
business and service organisations: Free / Libren©Op
Source Software, techniques and technologies
engagement through storytelling, and
evaluation in social action.
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INTRODUCTION

Living in a world of illegal wars for oil, povertythe
warming of the earth and the AIDS pandemic in laaggas
of the developing world, it is self-evident to tmt issues
of empowerment and emancipation are as centrahes t
have ever been. How, though, might critical compumti
researchers contribute to addressing some of theses?

In this paper, we argue firstly that researchergritical

on. These agencies may variously be described as
belonging to ‘civil society’, or as engaged in ‘&ic
action’. In such settings, the use of ICT has bexan
commonplace, not only as an aid to improving the

issuesefficiency of traditional activities but also engigl entirely

novel forms of action and organisation [2,3]. Whige
technology design and use is always
(reflexively) shaped by contextual factors, theppears to
have been little research conducted to examine tiawv
contexts of social action differ from the commelkcia
educational or governmental environments in which t
majority of computing research is conducted, agxamine
how ICT might better address the needs of these
organisations.

Secondly, we argue that a critical perspective,lieidy

forforegrounding empowerment and emancipatory congerns
learning andforms a basis for

avoiding an overemphasis on
organisational form in discourses around sociabact

We then report on work in progress within the UKearch
cluster ‘Technology and Social Action’. In partiagl we
report some specific areas of concern that haven bee
highlighted in discussions with practitioners andcdss
how critical computing research might contribute.

CRITICAL COMPUTING & EMANCIPATION
The Call for Papers for a recent critical inforroati
systems workshdposed the questions:

‘Who is our research aimed at — is Critical Resdnitc IS
an ‘empty rhetorical shell’ or can it shorten theaw

computing should address the particularities of the towards emancipation and a power shift in IS pre?..
information and communication technology (ICT) need can Critical Research in IS offer positive propasiglading
and activities of those agencies concerned with to emancipation and change?'.

emancipatory issues: for example, development a®nC One response to these questions is to align theecos of

human rights organisations, community and voluntary critical computing with social agencies concerneithw

groups, environmental campaigners, trade unionssind emancipation and empowerment in society more widely
The mainstream of computing research is concernédd w
corporate (and to a lesser extent, governmentalptfCT.
Critical computing has raised important issues hiese

! Critical reflections on Critical Research in Infation
Systems, Universtiy of Salford, UK'Duly 2004



areas, in areas of job design and participativeigdes
methods. Those social agencies human
organizations, trade unions, alternative media asksrand

so on — which are implicitly or explicitly concehevith
issues of empowerment are increasingly (in somescas
centrally) concerned with the use of ICT in enhagcbr
even transforming their work. Blythe & Monk [1] deibe

a work system where volunteers who are ‘technolagy,

but time poor’ work with Age Concern York to allow
elderly, housebound people to take advantage dfnen-
supermarket shopping. Kleine [8] examines how three
different fairtrade organisations in Germany haesigned
their websites to reflect their differing emphadetween
the goals of selling more fairtrade goods and ating
customers about trade injustice. Social action jgsoare
globalizing alongside corporate interests, représgna
critically oriented globalisation movement. Wattak [13]

report on Indonesian Non-Governmental Organisations yominant institutions and

(NGOs) use of on-line discussions to coordinate and
promote action nationally and internationally.

Aligning critical computing with concerns of these
organizations offers critical computing researcheraiay
of contributing to wider social emancipation.

SOCIAL ACTION, CIVIL SOCIETY, SOCIAL MOVEMENTS
A critical approach can lead to innovative resperisethe
“empty rhetorical shell” challenge.

We have taken some initial steps in exploring IGE in
social action from information systems and Human-
Computer Interaction (HCI) perspectives through two
workshops ‘Can there be a social movement inforaati
[11] and ‘Designing for Civil Society’ [6] and thugh a
special issue of the journal Interacting with Comepsi [12]
We are now working to establish a research clusténe
UK, ‘Technology and Social Action’ as part of tH2esign
for the 2% Century’ research programme. A core aim of

this cluster is to identify and create spaces where

practitioners and reseachers from multiple per$pestcan
develop a discourse of ICT in social action.

As is evident from the labels we have attachedwuigk at
different times, we have been struggling to arttailour
precise concerns. We rejected the original terntiado
movement’ in preference for the broader conceptiaf
society, though is itself a rather ill-defined gmdblematic
concept. The term is widely used to describe thaditp of
those networks and institutions that exist and ateer
independently of the state and the market. A widely
accepted definition is:

“the arena of uncoerced collective action around
shared interests, purposes and values. In theoeget
institutional forms are distinct from those of thtate,
family and market, though in practice the boundarie
between state, civil society, family and market are
often complex, blurred and negotiated. Civil societ
commonly embraces a diversity of spaces, actors and

institutional forms, varying in their degree of riaatlity,

rights autonomy and power.” [4]

However, while this definition is commonly accepiedg.
in Wikipedia 31/5/05), there are differences in tiaure
and reach of action taken by the groups that domst€ivil
society. For some, the significance of civil sogiét its
role in sustaining social cohesion, in a senseetjazlated
to Putnam’s [9] use of the term social capital tifgation
in civil society through, for example, sports clubaad
evening classes is important in maintaining a cokes
society. Others emphasise civil society as a soofrsecial
change, for example examining the emergence ofobad)
civil society’ comprised primarily of NGOs concethwith
issues such as humanitarian relief, trade or th@ement
[5, 10]. Castells [2], uses the term in a way tiaargues is
closer to that intended by Gramsci [7], emphasitiiregrole
of civil society in legitimising the roles of sotys
reducing attempts at aoci
change. The concept is further confused by therdaur
nature of the boundaries with state, market andlyam

The alternative term ‘social action’ developed ine t
context of the research cluster, defines the spaterms

of the commonality of practices, values and adéisithat
characterise it, rather than referencing abstract
‘movements’ or relations to other social institato Some
characteristics that might distinguish social attio
organisations (whether formally constituted or apieg as
informal networks) are:

1. most rely heavily on the work of volunteers who are
not professionally trained in their area of workdan

some of whom have limited experience of technology;

their values go beyond commercial profit and
‘efficiency’, often with a strong goals of incluginess
and openness to sharing knowledge with external
groups (where such groups hold compatible positjons

as organisations, they typically work with limited
financial resources, relying instead on participato
structures to define and accomplish their goals;

they often aim to reach people with limited access
technology;

N

5. they may involve people who are widely distributed
with little opportunity for face-to-face communigat;
6. many address contentious issues that may put them i

conflict with government, corporate organisatioos,
other agencies of social action.

These distinctive traits support our claim that #iea of
social action could benefit from targeted research.

While this use of the concept of ‘social actionduees the
emphasis on organisational form (though this remain
important), it doesn’t provide a basis for distirgng
between that social action which is (potentially)
emancipatory from that which is (potentially) opgsive,
as in some forms of nationalism. Adopting an exiic



critical perspective offers a way of consideringe th
emancipatory potential and practice of ICT use bgia
agencies, whilst attending to the degree that siemcies
are supportive of emancipatory change.

AN AGENDA FOR ICT AND SOCIAL ACTION

We now turn to ICT-related issues of concern tos¢ho
involved in social action. ldentifying the space safcial
action as a topic for research in critical compyitiaises an
important ethical issue. Research involves bothefitn
and costs. Sometimes the benefits are long-termiland
defined, rather than readily identifiable and immagsl For
people engaged in social action, costs to considerthe
time and energy spent discussing with researchéishw
may distract from their current activities and goarhis
places an ethical obligation on researchers toenist
carefully to the needs and prioritiesss percieved by
practitioners

One goal of the Technology and Social Action redear
cluster is to identify those ICT-related issuespoéssing
concern to practitioners and to which researchedesign-
related disciplines can contribute. This goal nsitates a
process of dialogue in which practitioners caneidebate.
We have been undertaking an on-line Delphi consaoita
with  a panel of experienced (English-speaking)
practitioners primarily in the UK and Europe, busma
including a range of non-English speakers from adothe
world. Delphi is a multi-round consultation mechsamiin
which panel participants make their contributioms a
series of ‘rounds’. After each round, the inpute ar
anonymised, collated and fed back to the panel reesnb
One of the key advantages claimed for this tectmiguhat

it ensures that panel members have an equal omjitgrto
voice their views, avoiding possible group dynaefiects.
The Delphi method does not rely on statistical
generalization but seeks to identify areas of cosise and

‘intellectual property rights’, the internal managent of
social action organisations, funder awareness taf tmst
of ownership issues, organisational learning ab@i,
security issues, skills and many more. A humbearefis
were suggested ranging from the use of ICT
campaigning, use of ICT in organising, social saftsvto
network infrastructure (broadband, wireless) Thsués
also raise questions about national and internaltipalicy:
for example issues of media concentration, telecoms
regulation, freedom of communication, technolognsfer
policy, and accessibility.

The results were clustered (by the authors), ifientj 57
‘consolidated’ issues concerned with the design,
implementation and use of ICT, 14 areas or domains
ICT use and 18 policy areas The panel members were
asked to select within each category a restrictedber of
items that they regarded as important areas far tven
work, and then (independently) to select items wher
further research might make an important contrdsutiThe
results of this round are currently being analysad,
identify areas of commonality or differences. Adlimound

of the Delphi is planned to explore degrees of enrss
and disagreement about these prioritisations.

EXPLORING ISSUES FOR ICT IN SOCIAL ACTION

In addition to the Delphi consultation, the clusgeholding
a series of workshops during 2005 to explore thespf
ICT in social action and to promote new partnership
between practice and research. The first workshopdt
together a diverse mix of practitioners and acadeni
variety of brainstorming and clustering techniquese
applied in the workshop in an effort to bring oeiykssues
and to identify themes to explore in developingsearch
agenda. From the workshop, three key themes wkea ta
forwards for further investigation and debate #drla
workshops and on-line. These themes do not reprasgn

disagreement in target domains. The members of thespecific prioritisation. Rather, they reflect thement

Technology and Social Action Delphi panel are
pracitioners in the application of technology tociab
action settings, each having at least 5 years @mar. An
initial invitation was sent to 80 individuals, ofhem 25
have responded by contributing. The individualsdreavn
from a wide range of social action settings inahgdi
voluntary organisations, community development oeks
and trade unions.

The Technology and Social Action Delphi consultatie
structured in three rounds. In the first round ipgrants
identify what they consider the most important ésunder
four general categories: ‘wider social and econdssoes’,
‘technology and related issues’, ‘design methodsl an
processes’ and ‘other’. In each category, eachqjzant
could contribute up to six discrete issues (sifile text
fields), and could also make more general commérts.

interests of the participants in that workshop.adiksues
discussed included sustainability of ICT initiasyeelation

to different geographic constraints (urban vs.ljura

The topics we selected for further investigatiod an
discussion are:

Free / Libre Open-Source Software (FLOSS)

Financial constraints and cooperative organisatiagygests
that the FLOSS community might have much to offeil ¢
society groups. Open-source could offer social oacti
organisations lower software costs, and demonstrate
similar values of openness and knowledge sharing
frequently claimed by the social action sector. Botv
well are current open-source projects matched ® th
requirements of social action organisations? Arergh
unmet needs or unrecognised opportunities for intion?
How well can social action organisations predicues

issues identified populated the second round of theSuch as the ‘total cost of ownership’ associateth wi

consultation. Unsurprisingly, a diverse range sfies were
identified by this first round, including questionsf

selecting open-source solutions? Where can orgamsa
turn to for reliable advice? How might social antio
organisations work with open-source to promote aoci



innovation. Discussions that are planned will erplthe
current scope of open-source software and seniices
relation to the needs of the social action seeiod, develop
an agenda for future developments.

Narrative and Drama to galvanise social action
The need to foster deep participation in debate iated-
organisational cooperation suggest new “narrative"

methods and resources could help to bridge between

widely different people and groups. Whenever dallsake
action are in the air, relations are more likely ke
passionately animated than colourless and objeclihe
conflict of voices wanting different things can mesome
people are put off entering the arena, and thatggne
fizzles out before action can be taken. People Istages
to share, to mutually appreciate their excitemert tneir
grievances. The ability to engage through stoiyigicould
be a way for communities to build momentum, and to
galvanise their efforts. Ongoing discussions amnpéd
exploring the potential of online environments thetvide
opportunities for dramatic and narrative storynglliand
exchange. How might new electronic media be designe
enable joint participation in writer-reader, pubbs-
subscriber, actor-audience roles? What are thegmulesi
challenges and technological opportunities in riseaand
drama for social action and understanding conflict?

Evaluating and learning from technology projects

The organisational culture of most civil societypgps is
quite distinct from those of government, business a
education. Appropriate evaluation techniques aredeé
for social activists to monitor, learn and improtreeir
effectiveness. While there is a large body of rededo
inform those concerned with the design and useigifal
technologies in business and government, thereushm
less for those involved in social action setting$e
purposes, contexts and values of ICT use in saatbn
are frequently radically different, limiting the tert to
which useful knowledge can be inferred. Hence,ctiffe
evaluation can play an important role as a velimesocial
and organisational learning about technologies tusir
use. This theme will focus on issues in the phidbso
design, conduct and dissemination of evaluation
technology-related projects. The objective is teuza both
that lessons are learned and that they are presienferms
which can be applied in other social action se#ting
critical perspective, emphasizing learning about
emancipation offers particular opportunities here.

of

Summary

We have argued that the concerns of those involvidd
ICT and social action are of particular importance
critical computing research, and that a criticalspective
offers the potential of deepening our understanding
work in this area. The Technology and Social Action
research cluster is an open organisation.
http://www.technologyandsocialaction.org for detail

See
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