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Abstract
This article reports on a qualitative study of community based organizations’ (CBOs) adoption of information communi-
cation technologies (ICT). As ICTs in the civic sector, otherwise known as civic tech, get adopted with greater regularity
in large and small organizations, there is need to understand how these technologies shape and challenge the nature of
civic work. Based on a nine-month ethnographic study of one organization in Boston and additional interviews with four-
teen other organizations throughout the United States, the study addresses a guiding research question: how do CBOs
reconcile the changing (increasingly mediated) nature of civic work as ICTs, and their effective adoption and use for civic
purposes, increasingly represent forward-thinking, progress, and innovation in the civic sector?—of civic tech as ameasure
of “keeping up with the times.” From a sense of top-down pressures to innovate in a fast-moving civic sector, to chang-
ing bottom-up media practices among community constituents, our findings identify four tensions in the daily practice of
civic tech, including: 1) function vs. representation, 2) amplification vs. transformation, 3) grassroots vs. grasstops, and
4) youth vs. adults. These four tensions, derived from a grounded theory approach, provide a conceptual picture of a civic
tech landscape that is much more complicated than a suite of tools to help organizations become more efficient. The arti-
cle concludes with recommendations for practitioners and researchers.
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1. Introduction

Mobile websites for government services, social media
tools to connect local neighborhoods, transportation
apps to track buses and trains: these are examples of
what are often called “civic technologies,” or technolog-
ical tools that promote, facilitate, or coordinate civic ac-
tions (Open Plans, 2012; Gordon &Mihailidis, 2016). The
space of civic technology (civic tech) has grown signif-
icantly since 2012, propelled partly by the non-profit

Code for America (Schrock, 2018), as well as small start-
up companies embracing the term, and tech giants such
as Microsoft and Google developing civic tech divisions.
The context to this shift in professional practice is a
growing data infrastructure that has prompted changes
in government decision making (Heuer, Penrod, & Kat-
tan, 2007; O’Brien, 2018) and approach to service deliv-
ery (Noveck, 2008). The enthusiasm around open data
(Goldstein, 2013) and civic tech has motivated scores
of municipal governments to form “innovation offices”
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charged with inventing and integrating technologies that
enable and streamline the work of government (Bowles
&Giles, 2012; Jacob, 2015). These inchoate offices are fo-
cused on inventing new tools or creatively adapting exist-
ing ones (i.e., Facebook or Twitter), and generally bridg-
ing the organizational cultures of government bureau-
cracy with tech-sector entrepreneurialism (Poje, 2011;
Wells, 2015). The technology evangelist Tim O’Reilly’s
concept of “government as platform” has guided the
work of Code for America in particular, and advocates
for government to be a more nimble staging area for ex-
perimentation and innovation by serving as a platform
for services (internal or third-party) and not simply a
provider of services (O’Reilly, 2010). Municipal govern-
ments are attempting to overhaul procurement proce-
dures in order to more effectively partner with compa-
nies and universities. Part of the promise of civic tech
has been the potential to circumvent inefficient bureau-
cracies by facilitating a more participatory and open
environment between citizens and civic organizations—
government or otherwise.

As a result of, or at least in parallel to, this momen-
tum in government, civic tech is gaining influence in the
civil society sector as well. Among non-profits and so-
cial enterprises, the desire to use technology to connect
with and empower constituent participation is increas-
ing. Civic organizations, from small community-oriented
non-profits to advocacy organizations, are attempting
to bridge the gap between decision-making and civic
participation through the development or appropriation
of information and communication technologies (ICTs).1

For many civic organizations, ICTs represent an oppor-
tunity to re-conceptualize longstanding methods to in-
crease civic engagement and political participation, such
as grassroots community organizing aimed at engaging
people historically excluded by electoral and delibera-
tive politics (Nabatchi & Leighninger, 2015). Whether it
is connecting to constituents, streamlining the use of
data, changing organizational culture, or engaging differ-
ent or younger people, the use of ICTs for the purpose
of promoting, facilitating or coordinating civic actions is
perceived as an increasingly important part of organi-
zational missions and cultures (Gordon & Mugar, 2018;
Patel, Sotsky, Gourley, & Houghton, 2013; Place Matters
& Ford Foundation, 2014).

While some attention is paid to these shifting cul-
tures, the academic study of civic tech is still very much
concernedwith evaluating the effectiveness of individual
tools (Simon, Bass, Boelman, & Mulgan, 2017; Schrock,
2018). And while this is important work, it leaves out po-
tential to examine social and cultural factors that influ-
ence the adoption of ICTs by civic organizations. There
is a need to understand how technological innovations
generate interest, get deployed, get used in practice

(Couldry, 2012) both intra- and extra- organizationally,
and how they are sustained over time within the so-
cial, civic and political realities of their use. In the cur-
rent study, we investigate how ICTs are transforming
civic practitioners’ understanding of their work, specifi-
cally within community based organizations (CBOs). This
goal is guided by two central research questions: 1) As
ICTs—and their promise to democratize and facilitate
participation—proliferate in the civic sector, how do
CBOs reconcile their need to innovate, modernize, and
stay on-the-cutting-edge technologically while also se-
curing their continued role as brokers between (and
amongst) citizen constituents and local governments?
And 2) How do CBOs remain relevant at a timewhen peo-
ple are more and more able to self-organize through dig-
ital networks, or as Clay Shirky (2008) asserts, organize
without organizations? If ICTs allow individuals to self-
organize, advocate, and petition local authorities, pro-
cesses which CBOs themselves have long facilitated on
behalf of communities, then what is the role of the or-
ganization and how do they build and sustain relation-
ships with their constituents? In an almost existential cri-
sis, CBOs must simultaneously adopt ICTs to survive in a
competitive civic sector to showcase relevance (at least
for funding) while also retaining their grassroots identi-
ties as the champions of communities at large.

We locate the practice of civic tech as a kind of
institutional entrepreneurship, which Maguire, Hardy,
and Lawrence (2004) define as “activities of actors
who have an interest in particular institutional arrange-
ments and who leverage resources to create new in-
stitutions or to transform existing ones” (p. 657). The
lens of entrepreneurship over organizational change
allows for the consideration of greater agency than
does the mainstream of organizational studies (Garud,
Hardy, & Maguire, 2007). The current research looks at
the specific tensions that arise between individual ac-
tors (and the agency they bring to public work) and
the institutional logics that guide the organizations at
which they work in the context of technology adoption
and adaptation.

Within CBOs specifically, we seek to understand
where the tensions exist between adoption and use, and
how practitioners are struggling with contradictions that
technological mediation inserts into “public work.” Harry
Boyte (2019) defines public work as “nonviolent collab-
orative work across differences filled with public pur-
pose and impact.” This study focuses on the tensions that
emerge as public work is mediated by civic organizations.
The primary site of the research is the Dudley Street
Neighborhood Initiative (DSNI) in Boston, MA. Founded
in 1984 by residents of the neighborhood, it has grown
substantially and obtained significant influence in the
Boston area. It is the first and only organization in Boston

1 While the term ICT captures most of the tools and processes we are referring to, there are some (non-digital) technologies that are also referred to as
civic tech (i.e., community white boards, analog games, etc.). We will use the term ICT to encompass all information and communication technologies;
but in some cases, specifically when people are responding to a broader context, we will use the term “technologies” to refer to the general space
inclusive of ICTs, but that extends to other, potentially non-digital and non-networked tools.
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to gain the power of eminent domain by the Boston
Redevelopment Authority (Medoff, 1999). We look at
how DSNI has incorporated new technologies into its
work. This includes the staff meetings where new digital
tools get proposed, the challenges of interns running an
organization’s website or an outside developer introduc-
ing new tech that sits outside of the normal ways of do-
ing things, and existing engagement methods like grass-
roots community organizing. Through our interviews and
observations, we uncover the everyday moments where
new technologies and new tools push up against practi-
tioners’ perceptions of doing good public work.

Bruno Latour’s (1990) Actor Network Theory (ANT)
provides some insight into this phenomenon. The ten-
sions that emerge within organizations as new technolo-
gies are introduced has to do with how humans delegate
tasks to non-humans, such as using Facebook to orga-
nize interest groups or using municipal reporting appli-
cations to take in complaints. Each of these delegated
tasks brings up someanxiety or tension not only between
human and non-human actors, but also between human
organizations and automated digital networks. For exam-
ple, once people adopt a tool, towhat extent do they give
that tool agency to do public work? ANT provides amech-
anism to consider agency in organizations as belonging
not only to human actors. Such a theoretical framework
allows for a deeper understanding of tech tools in the
life of an organization. But our central concern is not
the mapping of actors in a network, but rather an under-
standing of the tensions that emergewhen human actors
are presentedwith the opportunity to delegate their pub-
lic work to non-human agents.

We identify four primary tensions civic organizations
experience as they delegate to non-human actors. Each
of the tensions is not a silo, but an overlapping set of
concerns and anxieties that run through the adoption
and use of ICTs. Tensions should not be considered bi-
naries; instead, they represent a range of emotions and
challenges experienced by practitioners. They include
1) Function vs. representation, 2) Amplification vs. trans-
formation, 3) Grassroots vs. grasstops, and 4) Youth vs.
adults. These tensions are described in rich detail in the
discussion section, and their implications for practition-
ers and researchers are explained in the conclusion.

2. Methods

We use a mixed methods approach. Data collection in-
cludes participant observation (over 50 pages of hand-
written notes) and semi-structured interviews (32), tak-
ing place over nine months between September 2013
and June 2014. The ethnographic portion of this study
pertains to the DSNI in the Roxbury neighborhood of
Boston, MA, where a researcher was embedded as a par-

ticipant observer. This researcher worked twenty hours
a week within the organization, helping with the imple-
mentation of new tools and observing meetings and or-
ganizational structures. Additionally, the researcher co-
ordinated with an external technology team that helped
to design and implement new civic tech tools within the
organization, including an online deliberation platform,
informational touch screens in storefront windows and
workshops on videography for youth. Journal-style notes
were collected on a daily basis, with an emphasis on pro-
viding a thorough and richly detailed account of the or-
ganization’s culture and day-to-day activities—especially
as pertaining to the use of communication and media.
14 members of the organization’s staff were interviewed
at least once, and hours of observations were recorded.
The 18 interviews at DSNI were semi-structured and
were typically about an hour in length. All interviews
from this organization are represented by the prefix DSNI
in the citation, followed by a number (1–14). Follow-up
interviews are represented by the number 2 following a
dash (i.e., DSNI-2). The interviews represent all levels of
the organization, from executive directors, to communi-
cation specialists, to community organizers, in addition
to various degrees of experience within the organization
across gender, race, ethnicity, age, and time with the or-
ganization, all intentionally selected by the embedded
researcher as a means to capture a holistic overview of
technology practice in a CBO.

While an ethnographic approach with a single organi-
zation would have itself provided important insights, we
wanted to look outside DSNI to get a sense of broader
applicability. Concurrent to our being embedded within
DSNI, 14 interviews were conducted by another mem-
ber of the research team with leaders in similar organi-
zations throughout the country. This reach to these ad-
ditional organizations gives us more confidence that the
identified themes are not anomalous to a single organi-
zation. The interviews came from organizations primarily
in the Northeast (10), with some from the Southwest (4).
Two thirds of the interviewees were from small orga-
nizations (<15 employees). These organizations were
identified by the research team and contacted directly
because they occupied similar goals and organizational
mission, engagement approach, target communities and
constituents, and publicly identifiable efforts to “mod-
ernize” for the digital age as our primary CBO, DSNI. Re-
gardless of the organization’s size, tech competency (de-
termined by the researchers) varied considerably, and
was not at all correlated to the size of the organiza-
tion.2 The tech competency of DSNI, not represented in
Table 1, is high. The same questions asked of DSNI were
asked of the other organizations, save those specifically
about the new tools implemented in DSNI. Interviews
from these organizations are represented by the prefix

2 The measure of tech competency, which is represented in Table 1, was based on the assessment of the research team. When considering tech compe-
tency, the team looked at online presence (websites, social media), positions dedicated to technology and media (communications managers, social
media organizers), publicly available technology focused grants or projects, the “newness” of public technology, among other things. The interview
subjects were not asked to explicitly characterize their organization.
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Table 1. List of organizations and their characteristics.

Staff/ Target/ Tech
ID Geography Size Population/Served Services/Provided Focus Competency

NB1 Northeast <15 Brazilian-Immigrants Advocacy, Immigration rights, Low
Job Training advocacy

NB2 Northeast <15 Specific Advocacy Community Medium
Neighborhood Development,

Resilience

NB3 Northeast <15 Specific Advocacy Health, Low
Neighborhood Sustainability

NB4 Southwest <15 Underserved Direct Services, Access to Food, Medium
Populations Advocacy Advocacy

NB5 Northeast 50–75 Regional Advocacy, Urban Planning, High
Communities Data Services

NB6 Northeast 20–30 Regional Advocacy, Data, Urban Planning Medium
Communities Network Infrastructure

NB7 Southwest 20–30 Underserved Advocacy, Professional Healthcare High
Populations Development; Network

Infrastructure

NB8 Northeast 20–30 Specific Advocacy and Policy Housing, Economic Low
Neighborhood Development

NB9 Northeast <15 Regional Advocacy Healthy Living Medium
Populations

NB10 Southwest <15 Nationwide Community Planning, Urban Farming High
Programming and
Resources

NB11 Northeast <15 Youth Programming and Youth Activism Medium
Advocacy

NB12 Northeast <15 Regional Network Collaborative Low
Populations Infrastructure Consumption

NB13 Southwest <15 Women Programming and Education Medium
Advocacy

NB14 Northeast 20–30 Youth Programming Arts and Technology Medium

NB (not-Boston) in the citation. In total, we conducted,
transcribed and analyzed 32 one-hour interviews.

Using a grounded theory approach (Glaser & Strauss,
1967), coding of the interviews started during data col-
lection, with codes being based on themes that emerged
across the earliest interviews, and the codebookwas iter-
atively developed throughout. Grounded theory allowed
us to gather insights directly from a real-world, and lived
experienced setting, without organizing our data collec-
tion around the resolution of specific hypotheses. As new
codes were developed from fresh insights, they were ap-
plied to all the interviews using the qualitative analysis
software Dedoose. To assure intercoder reliability, each
interview was analyzed by at least two researchers and
the codes were cross-referenced.

3. Results

We set out to answer two questions: 1) how do organiza-
tions innovate with technology while staying onmission?
and 2) how do organizations stay relevant in a changing
digital culture? Early in our analysis, themes began to re-
peat. The enthusiasm we had expected to unpack actu-
ally manifested as a series of tensions. Common to every-
one we spoke to was a deep ambivalence, a sense that
technology was both helping them do what they needed
to do, and pulling them further and further away from
those goals. Each of the tensions was articulated as con-
tradiction and site of struggle (see Table 2). In this sec-
tion, we briefly introduce the tensions and then elabo-
rate based on the interview data.

Media and Communication, 2019, Volume 7, Issue 3, Pages 57–68 60



Table 2. Description of tensions.

Function vs. representation Technologies in practice are always caught between function (or the immediate
problems the technology is meant to solve and/or basic utility) and representation
(or the meaning and symbolism that technology use generates both within and
outside of the organization). This often manifests as a generalized anxiety among
practitioners, especially when technology adoption is negotiated between the use
and function of new technologies and the symbolism that those technologies bring to
an existing organizational culture and context.

Amplification vs. transformation When communicating with constituents, many organizations default to a broadcast
model of digital communication, where they use social media to broadcast an existing
message out from a centralized position. This is opposed to a transformational model,
where they engage in conversation with a broader public to alter an existing message,
and meaning making is distributed horizontally. This is often the result of not
understanding possibilities, and is most often seen as a point of tension.

Grassroots vs. grasstops An organization’s feeling of authenticity is often captured in its technology use.
Specifically, technology can sometimes be seen in opposition to the grassroots, which
is very important to a certain generation of community based organizations. In many
cases, an organization’s use of technology was in direct dialogue with their identity as
a “boots on the ground,” “paper in hand” organization. This largely face-to-face
model seemed to be challenged by the increased mediation possible with new ICTs,
and this in turn led to unease/anxiety about a grassroots CBOs’ identities.

Youth vs. adults Even though the organizations we interviewed were not focused solely on youth
work, they tended to think about their technology practices in generational terms.
For most organizations, all new technologies were strongly associated with youth,
even when they were not directed towards them, and youth were often considered
tech savvy and thus valuable sources of tech-related knowledge.

3.1. Function vs. Representation

ICTs are adopted by organizations to solve real or per-
ceived problems, ranging from the lack of efficiency of in-
ternal processes to insufficient community outreach and
education (Gordon, Baldwin-Philippi, & Balestra, 2013).
The decision to adopt or create technologies is typically
justified by their functional purposes (“we need to use
social media to better reach youth”). But ICTs are bur-
dened with meaning long before they are ever put to
use (“social media represents innovation or progressive
thinking”) (Orlikowski, 2000; Sinclaire & Vogus, 2011).
One of the most important reasons why organizations
adopt ICTs is the fulfillment of what the technology rep-
resents rather than the utility of what it accomplishes.
In other words, when a community organization uses
Facebook, they are seeking to get something done, but
they are also seeking to represent that they can get
things done. ICTs in CBOs are often used as an exter-
nalization of process; they are the purview of the com-
munications specialist as much as they are the commu-
nity organizer.

Consequently, when considering technology use in
organizations, users bring existing meanings or percep-
tions of technology into their practices. The ways in
which individuals and groups produce and share mean-
ings of technology can be just as important as how
they ultimately use them. The meanings people assign

to ICTs structure their interactions with them—i.e., if
Facebook is seen as a threat to one’s job, one is likely
to adopt it with caution and resentment. The sociolo-
gist Anthony Giddens’ referred to this general process
as structuration, wherein members of a social system
produce and reproduce the systems in which they oper-
ate through acting within those systems (Giddens, 1986).
The rules of any given bureaucracy are enacted, for ex-
ample, they don’t just come into being through writ-
ten rules. Giddens’ was interested in organizations and
social life; he did not specifically refer to technologies,
but this has been a logical domain for the application
of his approach. Structuration theory has been adapted
to this context within the tradition of adaptive structura-
tion theory (AST), which asks how the rules (general log-
ics) associatedwith particular technologies reinforce and
are in tension with organizational rules and structures.
DeScantis and Poole (DeSanctis & Poole, 1994) define
AST as a framework for studying variations in organi-
zational change, specifically as it pertains to those mo-
ments of collision wherein the rules of a technology con-
front the rules of an organization.

The perceived benefit of a technology is often aligned
with how others perceive its use, rather than what work
it actually accomplishes. Using a mobile app to solicit
feedback from constituents can provide useful data, but
it can also make the organization appear innovative to
the outside world. As people within organizations make
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decisions about adopting new technologies, there is a
give and take between what work the tool actually does,
and how people perceive organizations that use such
tools. Indeed, sometimes representation can be paralyz-
ing and/or significantly sacrifice the integrity of the func-
tional adoption of tools.

As one leader of a youth organization put it: “I think it
is a priority for everybody. If you’re not being tech savvy
nowadays, you’re going to fall behind” (NB11). This sense
of falling behind was a common theme among organiza-
tions, and typicallywas not associatedwith any one thing
or tool, but a general unease with being perceived as
a late adopter. Tech obsolescence was generally associ-
atedwith organizational obsolescence.When it comes to
technology, “we’re just dreadful,” according to a leader
of a medium sized community based organization. “We
could just coast for a period of time, but not forever. The
organization is at risk if it doesn’t find a way to put itself
in a much more progressive, tech enabled…place” (NB6).
This is not just a risk of being unresponsive to the com-
munities it serves (a functional risk), but perhaps more
importantly, not appealing to funders and boards (a rep-
resentational risk). Of course there is some slippage here.
Funders want evidence of function. They want to make
data-informed decisions about what they support. But
of course, funding priorities are often influenced by per-
ceptions of progress, which tend to be correlated to new
and emerging tools or technologies. This is certainly not
always the case, but it was a frequently articulated senti-
ment from those working within CBOs.

The interview protocol we developedwas focused on
individual practitioners’ relationship to the tools they use
to do their work. We asked about how they make deci-
sions about new technology, where they see themselves
excelling in their work, and where they feel a sense of
urgency. And, we asked them how they see the respon-
sibility of their organization changing as work gets done
through new tools and processes. The last question in
the interview was meant to be playful and a bit provoca-
tive. We asked people to come up with a metaphor
that describes their organization’s use of technology. The
question did not elicit feelings of enthusiasm that we as-
sumed would characterize technology adoption; instead
fear, confusion, and pointlessness were most commonly
evoked. One person described their relationship to tech-
nology as “a deer in the headlights” (NB06). Another re-
ferred to technology as a “sourdough starter”: “It’s like
you have to keep feeding it. You have to keep upgrad-
ing skills. You have to keep on top of technology and if
you don’t everything sort of dies or withers on the vine”
(NB05). And another said, “technology is like a spiral stair-
case….It is constantly going to be running at this pace
that you are not able to catch up with” (NB13).

The metaphor question provided some insight to the
fact that people, regardless of the tech savviness of the
organization, wanted to couch their perspective in a con-
text of instability, disruption, and rapid change. They
wanted to set the bar low so as to shield themselves from

any potential expectations that the researcher brought
to the conversation. As the research was presented to
subjects as being about technology, most people felt
the need to present themselves as non-experts and to
present technology in general as an overdetermined cat-
egory with specific meanings. Most were rather forth-
coming with their feelings of anxiety, carefully framing
other remarks in this context. This represents the insta-
bility that organizations feel in adopting new methods,
especially when they feel thosemethods are thrust upon
them by outside forces. “My observation is everything
keeps changing all the time. It gets kind of frustrating af-
ter a while when everybody has moved on to the next
thing and it’s like, ‘Wait, I didn’t figure this one out yet’”
(NB3). Adopting new tools to reach constituents was
talked about as something people should be doing more
of, if they only had the internal capacity to do so. Keeping
up is an integral part of technology adoption; it is reflec-
tive of the availability of technical skills within organiza-
tions, but also the desire for relevance in an increasingly
market-driven space of civic organizations.

The anxiety and promise of new tech tools presents a
productive tension for most organizations. In fact, when
we started this work, we assumed that the potentiality
of tech would be the fundamental driver of adoption
and use; but as it turned out potentiality and hopeful-
ness were nearly always coupled with a sense of anxiety
around keeping up and using tools well. This challenged
our assumptions about the value of new tools and the
capacity of organizations to use them. But the primary
tension we identified was not within internal operations,
but in the correspondence between the technology and
the mission of the organization—especially when direct,
face-to-face engagement characterizes the relationship
with community constituents. How does technology con-
nect to the grassroots? What are the gaps between on-
line communication and face-to-face relationships? In
the sections that follow, we explore this tension as it re-
lates to the formation of organizational identities.

3.2. Amplification vs. Transformation

It’s alwaysmore of that fear. ‘Does this meanwe’re not
going to do the face-to- face?’ There was a lot of ques-
tions raised around who’s going to use this technology,
who’s not, and so knowing that there’s a part of our
population that these tools are never going to work
for, and how do wemake sure that their voices are still
heard in the process? I think that’s the challenge, be-
cause it’s not like we can do this and so we don’t have
to do face-to-face anymore. Thatwill never be the case.
I pray to God that will never be the case. (DSNI2-2)

The incorporation of new technologies into mission crit-
ical activities, such as communicating with constituents,
is often met with resistance (Bimber, Stohl, & Flanagin,
2009; Mercea, 2013). DSNI, for instance, understands it-
self as the facilitator of community relationships and as a
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vehicle for voice in the community (Medoff, 1999). But as
they bring new technologies to bear on their work, they
are forced to consider scenarios such as what happens
when people are better able to self-organize online. Or,
what happens when any individual with an Internet con-
nection can forge direct communication lines to govern-
ment? This leads to internal questioning as to the role of
organizations whose missions are focused on connectiv-
ity, enhancing voice and building relationships. If people
can connect on socialmedia, thenwhat’s the value of the
civic organization? The role of the organization—place-
bound, centralized, and bureaucratic—is positioned in
opposition to the role of technology (Boulianne, 2009;
Gordon et al., 2013; Shirky, 2008). As this spirit of tech-
nology is incorporated into the structural work of an or-
ganization, the representational tensions come intowide
relief, and the desire to innovate is coupled with the im-
plications of “disruption.”

Civic organizations operate differently from indus-
try or government agencies. While some, mainly formal-
ized non-profits, do indeed have elements of top-down
hierarchical structures, the organizations we examined
in this study emphasize a horizontal and bottom-up ap-
proach for engaging with communities. For DSNI, their
organizational structure is based on the idea that “the
community,” defined as residents of the neighborhood
serving on the board and as consulted with surveys, de-
cides the actions of the organization (Medoff, 1999). This
distinction is important to note because ICTs are seen
mainly as an expansion of organizational capacity rather
than necessarily addressing the limitations of organiza-
tional structures.

But mission-driven organizations are seeking a com-
petitive edge, not necessarily from competing organiza-
tions wanting to serve the same population, but from
technologies themselves. Organizations charged with
representing geographically-located communities need
to contend with their relevance in the wake of net-
worked tools that profess to enable communities to rep-
resent themselves. Many of the organizations we spoke
to formed in a pre-internet context where facilitation of
community dialogue and networking was core to their
missions. ICTs are forcing a shift where these organiza-
tions are confronted with having to cede some control of
facilitation to third party technologies. According to one
organization: “We’re working to have [our social media]
designed so that it is largely maintained by community
members and we just curate it” (NB10).

The notion of the organization as curator of a com-
munity conversation is consistent with how many orga-
nizations already see themselves in a pre-internet con-
text. ICTs, then, are used strategically to maintain an
existing narrative of grassroots organizing. In analyzing
the data, we coded for the communication strategies
adopted to construct that narrative. Notably, we identi-
fied a difference between the strategies of amplification
and transformation. Amplification is the use of ICTs to
amplify an existing message generated by the organiza-

tion, whereas transformation is the use of ICTs to trans-
form messages through dialogue, co-creation, etc. Our
interest is not in assigning value to one mode over the
other, but simply to understand the intentionality be-
hind ICT use. Most of the time, amplification was the
stated goal. People sought to use ICTs to extend a mes-
sage or bring attention to the organization, in the tradi-
tion of broadcast media. In some cases, this plays out
along the lines of experience with technology, where
less tech-savvy organizations adopt more of a broadcast
model and more tech-savvy organizations tend to think
about participation in networks. Some of this is due to
the capacity of organizations—small organizations with
a single IT person or small or non-existent communica-
tions teams, are inevitably going to be more conserva-
tive in their approach. However, most of the time, orga-
nizations demonstrated a diversity of intentions, some-
times in conflict with one another. The person in charge
of communications might be focused on generating con-
versation, whereas the community organizer might be
most interested in getting people to show up to events.
For example, people at DSNI expressed a range of senti-
ments about the possibility space of ICTs, from a means
of solidifying the organization’s role in the community,
to a safeguarding of transparent interactions. According
to one person from the organization: “I think the goal
of technology and social media would be to transmit im-
portant knowledge to the household and to the parents”
(DSNI12). Or, another person suggested that the value of
using “new tools…is to try and get more information out
to folks in the neighborhood” (DSNI13). But within the
same organization, yet another person spoke of technol-
ogy’s ability “to give residents a stronger voice in commu-
nity planning processes” (DSNI4).

Amplification strategies reinforce the centrality of
the organization within the community. They implicitly
position the organization in the role of meaning-maker,
with the technology aiding in that role, but not nec-
essarily challenging it. This appropriation is a common
strategy for taming unknown behaviors of new technolo-
gies, by remediating old technologies through new ones
(Bolter & Grusin, 1996). The organization can point to
the fact that it uses Facebook, even while not embrac-
ing the networked affordances of the tool. Transforma-
tive strategies (i.e., increasing voice), on the other hand,
represent a greater openness to the organization as facil-
itator of meaning, not meaning-maker:

We are trying to figure out how we can use the
technology to enhance some of the work that we
do….I think we could really use those [technologies],
not only to get the word out about the organization
and people to join, but for people to really meet each
other and make connections and get to know each
other. (NB14)

Another organization put it this way: “I think technology
really gives you a mechanism for implementing in a way

Media and Communication, 2019, Volume 7, Issue 3, Pages 57–68 63



that I don’t know how it could be done without technol-
ogy” (NB3). It is particularly important to recognize that
this diversity exists within single organizations. DSNI on
the one hand wholly embraces technology and seeks to
find transformative uses for it, while on the other hand,
it is deeply suspicious of technology encroaching on the
authenticity of the grassroots.

3.3. Grassroots vs. Grasstops

Many of the organizations we interviewed use grass-
roots organizing techniques to build their constituency.
In recent years, both scholars and practitioners have
examined the changing role of community organizing
in light of ICTs (Bennett & Segerberg, 2012; Costanza-
Chock, 2014; Minch, 2005; Stoecker, 2002). Among
Social Movement Organizations (SMOs), the rise of “on-
line organizers” represents efforts to reconceptualize
community organizing for use with the Internet (Freelon,
2014; Harlow, 1996; Kahn & Kellner, 2004). Key ques-
tions to consider in this regard are: What happens
to community organizing, whose strengths are tied to
person-to-person engagement, when it becomes medi-
ated? Are the affordances of new technologies inter-
preted through grassroots community organizing?

The concept of the grassroots, and all that it implies,
featured very prominently in our interviews. Several of
the interviewees mentioned specific training in commu-
nity organizing, and several were staffed at their organi-
zations as community organizers. As someone fromDSNI
put it: “I think that I would still say we are more, by and
large, more of a face-to-face, less technology based type
organization” (DSNI2). Face-to-face was characterized as
more than just a strategy; it was an identity to which
people connect, representing authenticity that is being
challenged by overreliance on technology. The logic of
grassroots organizing is an important structural frame-
work within whichmany organizations operate. With the
growth of civic technologies to improve the efficiency of
governments and to facilitate community engagement
in political process, it’s easy to forget (or overlook) that
grassroots community organizing was an early “innova-
tion” employed by organizations to overcome systemic
participation barriers. This was the case for DSNI, which
emerged as a response to the perceived dehumanization
and bureaucratization of traditional local government
processes. The romanticized town hall-model of deliber-
ativemicro-politics was systematically out of reach of the
constituents that DSNI came to serve, and community or-
ganizing became a means to engage and empower peo-
ple (Medoff, 1999).

It is in this context that the Alinsky model of com-
munity organizing has become a popular strategy over
the years, which implies building relationships one per-
son at a time, rather than being reduced to data in the
fashion of hyper-rational bureaucracies (Miller, 2009).
The Alinsky model of organizing, for example, has very
concrete structural outcomes: to engage the unengaged

with person-to-person methods, such as door-knocking,
flyering, and home visits—in short, emphasis is placed
on political participation in the terms and spaces of
common people that are systemically and culturally ex-
cluded from formal politics. As such, the Alinsky model
has gained popularity for engaging communities that
fall through the cracks of formal electoral and deliber-
ative politics, such as low-income people, immigrants,
and communities of color (Ganz, 2002; Medoff, 1999).
The grassroots has representational value—for the peo-
ple with whomwe spoke, the grassroots represented au-
thentic relationships with constituents, even if it didn’t
always create them.

In this sense, the grassroots has traditionally repre-
sented the antithesis of state politics, largely because
governments cannot easily replicate it as it is difficult
to scale and relies heavily on unpaid work. At the same
time, there are numerous examples that show the blur-
ring of CBOs and government in this regard (Kreiss, 2012;
Stein, 1986). But, in many civic organizations, the ten-
sion is not only between the small organization and the
government or corporation, but between the small or-
ganization and social media technologies. Especially as
technologies aid the professionalization and commod-
ification of the grassroots (sometimes referred to as
“astroturfing”), organizations are more actively policing
the lines between authentic and inauthentic community
engagement (Walker, 2014). For organizations framing
their intervention with grassroots organizing methods,
such asDSNI in our case, civic tech holds promise for their
work, but not outside of real fears that technology may
reproduce the alienation and bureaucratization that led
to the rise of community organizing in the first place.

While civic tech in government is often characterized
through the lens of new practice and liberation from con-
strained bureaucracies, the way these same technolo-
gies play out within civic organizations is importantly dis-
tinct; in fact, they are in opposition to the technological
efficiency espoused by most government tech projects
(Gordon & Walter, 2016). Structuration takes place be-
tween the logics of the organization and the ICT; but addi-
tionally, the logic of grassroots organizing, as a horizontal
model for facilitating political participation and commu-
nity empowerment, impacts how technologies are con-
sidered, adopted and implemented.

Examples of this include the metaphors of paper,
doors and boots. According to an organizer at DSNI: “We
use A LOT of paper, like one-on-one communication that
happens when you’re flyering, so we use a lot of the fly-
ers when we door knock” (DSNI8). When asked specif-
ically about social media approaches to organizing, an-
other person acknowledged the importance of digital
tools but then quickly reverted to the primacy of paper:
“A lot of it is also creating flyers and going door to door,
I do a lot of door work….I’m boots on the ground, it’s
kind of my style of organizing….I drop off flyers in peo-
ples’ mailboxes and let them know about upcoming com-
munity meetings (DSNI7). The grassroots is a structure
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of meaning that organizers bring to any decision about
applying ICTs to their work and conversely, they apply
the representation of ICTs to their “traditional” organiz-
ing practices, often as a way of justifying the intensity
and intimacy of the approach. For example, in defend-
ing the face-to-face, one DSNI organizer said: “[Online]
I think people can tend to be less focused, if they are
somewhere else and there is a lot that is going on, as
opposed to like, being in a room and having to work on
something all together” (DSNI8). And another summed
it up this way: “In general [we focus on] keeping it to the
traditional, like, grassroots organizing tools of going out
and having one-on-one conversations” (DSNI7).

As a strategy, there is nothing surprising about or-
ganizations using techniques of door-knocking and fly-
ering. What is surprising is the extent to which organi-
zations use physical metaphors to constitute their iden-
tities. The theme of handing people flyers or postcards
and transforming that moment of information exchange
into a moment of human connection, was rather promi-
nent and defined in opposition to texting or social me-
dia exchanges, wherein the scale might be larger, but
the intimacy lost. “The biggest danger and challenge is
that we don’t have face-to-face conversations with peo-
ple” (DSNI2). With DSNI in particular, an organization
with decades of history with the community it serves,
technology is certainly embraced, but only as an addition
to paper:

Technology is not an end in itself. It’s a great tool. It’s
not a substitute for old-fashioned community organiz-
ing. You can’t just say well, I emailed a thousand peo-
ple and I don’t know why they didn’t come to the
meeting. You’ve got to still do the work but I think
in terms of more of an interactive two-way tool it
opened a lot of eyes about how we could engage res-
idents in meaningful conversations. (DSNI4)

Most community organizations continue to define them-
selves through paper-based relationships (Ohmer &
Beck, 2006; Speer & Han, 2018), and technology is care-
fully characterized in dialogue with that authenticity.

“It’s a huge concern of anybody who does commu-
nity organizing,” said a staff member at DSNI, “will we
get everybody’s input via technology, and who does that
leave out” (DSNI2). But in addition to fears of missing
individuals, ICTs are generally perceived as compromis-
ing the integrity of relationships between individuals:
“Through the computer you don’t have that person to
person trust and bonding that can develop when you’re
building relationships or that need to develop as you’re
building…There’s not that personal connection.” (DSNI8)

3.4. Youth vs. Adults

The structuration of technologically mediated grassroots
plays out along generational lines. The efficacy of civic
tech is most often connected to youth, both in terms of

functional strategies of reaching a youth population, and
also in terms of representational strategies of appearing
to appeal to youth. In every single one of our interviews,
ICTswere at somepoint connected to the habits of young
people. Most organizations have done informal surveys
or observations to better understand the behaviors of
young people in their communities. According to a youth
organizer at DSNI:

Talking from a youth perspective, the young people
are definitely…“text me. Don’t call me. I’m not go-
ing to answer my phone. Send me an email. Maybe
I’ll look at it”….Then there’s a whole other group of
young people who didn’t even know how to address
envelopes, because it’s not at all in the realm of what
they do. They’re, “Just send me an email”, and we’re,
“We’re just trying to send you a care package, and
goodies, and….” We find, now, that’s much more of
the way that they respond to us, and “do a doodle,
and don’t send me a bunch of dates, just let me click
what I want, and see what everybody else said, and
go about my merry way.” (DSNI2)

There is an understanding of how youth communicate
and there is a recognition that the organization needs
to respond to those communication patterns. DSNI is
very good at tapping into the tech savvy of youth—
understanding that youth tend to have large online social
networks and can help with getting the word out about
events and projects:

The youth help us, from time to time, so we have
played around with whether to do a Vine, all of those
different things, because they’re just using them, and
so in the course of having them help us to organize,
we’re asking them, “How do you get the word out
about something?” They’re utilizing these tools, and
we’re not, so that’s definitely some of where we get
our ideas. (DSNI2)

However, as discussed above, these strategies are in di-
rect opposition to paper-based authenticity, which re-
mains an important representation of the organization.
Oftenwhat happens is that youth communication is seen
as a process that is carefully distinguished from the orga-
nization’s identity. In other words, tech-enabled youth
relationships are seen as aiding in engaging adults, in
service to the structural value of authentic relationships,
but not as ends in themselves. Someone from DSNI ex-
pressed this tension through a desire to see youth, adults,
technology, and paper clearly integrated:

Maybewe could integrate technology and door knock-
ing. The youth, when they went out to get feedback
from parents about education, they brought their
iPads. They had the parents filling out a survey while
theywere talking to them, so thatwas cool, they could
just ask them questions and then they would plug it
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into their iPads and in the end they had graphs and
stuff that summarized the feedback. (DSNI8)

In this example, technology-equipped youth are a ve-
hicle to engage non-technology equipped adults. It ac-
complishes a very specific task of gathering information
(which of course could have been done on paper), but
also embodies a forward-thinking approach through the
representation of the iPad. This example points to a strat-
egy that seeks not to compromise the authenticity of pa-
per, while at the same time producing a powerful symbol
(young person canvassing with iPad) for the organization.

In general, organizations are not seeking new prac-
tice through ICTs, but instead seeking to complement ex-
isting practice with civic tech tools. This is not surprising,
since technological change often does not occur as dis-
ruptively as commonly represented. But what was sur-
prising in our research was the consistency in which or-
ganizations cycled through a process of considering and
adopting ICTs. After the representational tensions sur-
rounding the grassroots and the digital were reconciled,
only then did the discourse move to understanding the
functional potential of the tool. The iPad example is il-
lustrative of this sequencing, notoriously adopted by or-
ganizations (especially in the education sector) because
of what it represents rather than what it does (deAbreu,
2015). Organizations sometimes claim to be innovative
simply because they purchased 50 iPads. The technol-
ogy itself becomes a means of capturing youth—”youth
will take us more seriously if we give them iPads”—and
in turn, youth come to represent authenticity—”if youth
are engaged, then we are ‘keeping it real.’” This circular
reasoning has become quite prevalent in organizational
culture, and it is important that effort is made in disen-
tangling representation from the thing it represents.

4. Conclusions

The four tensions described in this study are overlap-
ping and in some cases contradictory. When it comes
to the grassroots, technology can be seen as inauthen-
tic. But, as a means of capturing youth in a process, tech-
nology can facilitate the appearance of authenticity. This
research has highlighted the complexity of the integra-
tion of technologies into the work of CBOs, specifically
the challenges associated with humans delegating their
“public work” to non-human actors. The issues go well
beyond an organization’s capacity to access and support
technology; CBO staff are daily confronting the mean-
ings associatedwith technologies as theymake decisions
to adopt and integrate them into organizational practice.
The functional concerns of civic technologies (the way in
which they address problems such as lack of efficiency)
need to be understood in combination with the repre-
sentational concerns (the way in which they represent
change, innovation, inauthenticity and youth). As orga-
nizations struggle to fulfill their missions, they are con-
fronted with the pressures of all that technology repre-

sents. These pressures are sometimes aligned with mis-
sions (youth and innovation, for example), and some-
times directly pushing up against hard fought grassroots
identities. They provide a lens through which to see the
field of civic tech, where the logics of grassroots organiz-
ing push up against the logics of tech-centered innova-
tion and scalability. The tensions between face-to-face
and mediated practices are richly textured and should
not be seen as a simple binary or mistaken for techno-
phobia or resistance to change. Community organizing
is a structured system within which many civic organiza-
tions operate, and the invention, adoption and deploy-
ment of civic tech, exists within that context.

Our research points to a need to consider the prac-
tices of technology use andnot just the outcomes of tech-
nologies. There is considerable unevenness in the types
of organizations using civic tech, which has impact not
only on the practicalities of implementation, but as we
have demonstrated, in the values assigned to the work
that tools do. It is important to understand the distinc-
tion between function and representation and then un-
derstand how each is put into practice. Our research has
looked specifically at the challenges practitioners face
when delegating tasks to non-human actors and the as-
sociated meanings that come along with that delegation.
We have provided insight into this process by focusing on
four tensions that are top of mind as practitioners incor-
porate technology into their public work. These include:
function vs. representation, amplification vs. transforma-
tion, grassroots vs. grasstops, and youth vs. adults.

There were, however, limitations to this study. First,
we focused only on US-based organizations. There is no
doubt that if we were to look at other national contexts
our findings would be different. However, we hope that
this article can provide a productive foundation for fu-
ture research. Additionally, we spent considerable time
embedded within a single US organization. Our interac-
tions with the other 14 organizations was minimal. We
conducted interviews with various organizational lead-
ers, but didn’t have the opportunity to embed within
them, therefore our insights into these organizations are
limited towhat people reported. Our initial insights were
gained primarily through an ethnographywith a single or-
ganization, and then verified through our conversations
with a range of other organizations. Ideally, we could
have expanded our ethnographic methods to other or-
ganizations, but we lacked the resources to do so. With
that said, we have confidence that our findings can pro-
ductively contribute to future research.

Considering the complexity of technology adoption,
including the internal and external demands on practi-
tioners to adopt new tools and processes, can provide
context for future work that looks at the effectiveness
of such tools and processes. Future work in the area of
civic tech, specifically as it pertains to CBOs, should con-
sider the complexity of implementation and adoption as
it seeks to evaluate impact.
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