Media and Communication (ISSN: 2183–2439)
2019, Volume 7, Issue 3, Pages X–X
DOI: 10.17645/mac.v7i3.2171
Article

“This Is Shared Work:” Negotiating Boundaries in a Social Service
Intermediary Organization
Mariam Asad * and Christopher A. Le Dantec
Digital Media, Georgia Institute of Technology, Atlanta, GA 30308, USA; E-Mails: missasad@gatech.edu (M.A.),
ledantec@gatech.edu (C.A.L.D.)
* Corresponding author
Submitted: 1 April 2019 | Accepted: 15 May 2019 | Published: in press
Abstract
This article discusses the results from our fieldwork at a social service intermediary organization working to reform criminal
justice institutions in a large city in the American South. Our findings focus on organizational staff’s relationships with information and communication technologies (ICTs), both in the course of their daily work of delivering care work to vulnerable
participants, as well as the project’s broader political goals to reduce recidivism and repair community relationships with
local police. The group needed to distinguish and negotiate the various—and often competing—needs and commitments
of the civic actors involved. As on-site researchers, we were asked to design and deploy digital tools to support the organization in exchange for conducting research on organizational uses of technology. This work draws from our time with
the group to ask: how might community-based researchers revisit and realign our research methods to better respond to
the changing needs and practices of a research site? Our observations identified three recurring technological concerns
expressed by staff that pointed to competing agendas and needs within the organization, specifically across different levels of scale: operational, proximal, and temporal. We then discuss these patterns around broader organizational concerns
to reflect on how they impacted our own research methods and commitments. Finally, we reflect on the limitations of
participatory methods in issue-oriented organizations that do progressive work across multiple scales and agendas.
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1. Introduction
Community-based research is messy and difficult. It asks
researchers to wear many hats simultaneously. This
is especially true of public sector work in the United
States where researchers must navigate limited or inconsistent resources (Goecks, Voida, Voida, & Mynatt,
2008; Merkel et al., 2007), volunteer or untrained staff
(McPhail, Costantino, Bruckmann, Barclay, & Clement,
1998; Merkel et al., 2004), and uncertainties around the
stability or sustainability of the community (Håkansson
& Sengers, 2014; Le Dantec & Edwards, 2008). Recent
literature has paid closer attention to the sociopoliti-

cal conditions under which public sector work occurs
as historical, cultural, and/or economic factors influence
how community-based research is conducted, such as
who does what work, which tools enable that work,
how work is done, and to what end (Asad & Le Dantec,
2015; Erete, Ryou, Smith, Fassett, & Duda, 2016; Stoll,
Edwards, & Mynatt, 2010). Questions of access, power,
and participation are certainly ongoing negotiations
within the community itself, but additionally become entangled with and framed by macro-level institutions and
structures, such as systemic oppression (Dimond, Dye,
Larose, & Bruckman, 2013; Wyche & Grinter, 2012), regional politics (Alsheikh, Rode, & Lindley, 2011; Asad

Media and Communication, 2019, Volume 7, Issue 3, Pages X–X

1

et al., 2017), and geospatial density (Boehner & DiSalvo,
2016; Dombrowski, Brubaker, Hirano, Mazmanian, &
Hayes, 2013).
Growing trends in the public sector point to the work
of public, private, and municipal actors become more entangled to combine increasingly scarce resources to issues of public concern (Dombrowski et al., 2013; Erete
et al., 2016). As boundaries blur within public sector
work, scholarship shows this introduces additional challenges as communities must contend with competing
agendas and efforts (DiSalvo, Lukens, Lodato, Jenkins,
& Kim, 2014; Voida, Dombrowski, Hayes, & Mazmanian,
2014), funding sources and requirements (Goecks et al.,
2008), and differing expectations around labor and management (Harmon, Bopp, & Voida, 2017; Voida et al.,
2014). When information and communication technologies (ICTs) are deployed to support this intermediary
work, they are woven into the intricate fabric of human
and non-human actors that all participate in and negotiate the various politics, ethics, and power struggles involved in community efforts around different issues.
As community-based researchers, we too are part of
this fabric and our research efforts necessarily about the
socio-technical networks we purport to study (Lodato
& DiSalvo, 2018). This article focuses its analysis on
community-based research efforts that use more interventionist design methods, such as participatory design
(Björgvinsson, Ehn, & Hillgren, 2010) or action research
(Hayes, 2011). Our interests lie in the boundaries between researcher and fieldsite and how these boundaries are established and negotiated through the design and deployment of ICTs. Specifically, we ask how
community-based researchers might revisit and realign
our research methods to better respond to the changing
needs and practices of a research site? Our role as inhouse technical support and organizational consultants
provided unique insight into how the staff enacted their
various responsibilities and the myriad ways that digital tools were expected to support their work. In order to push for social change in the complex and interwoven criminal justice ecosystem of an urban city
in the American South, the organization had to necessarily bridge the agendas, ideologies, and needs of involved actors, including vulnerable participants, local residents, police officers, social service agencies, legal actors, and both incoming and outgoing political representatives. We hope to contribute to growing conversations in the academy around how and when to intervene
through research, especially when working in complex
public contexts.

ments connect disparate resources or organizations to
build greater capacity for action (Asad & Le Dantec, 2015;
Parker et al., 2012). More recent research in this space focuses on various strategies and common practices used
across organizations (Hansen, Koepfler, Jaeger, Bertot,
& Viselli, 2014; Lodato & DiSalvo, 2018), which often
include myriad actors, from city and municipal employees to volunteer activists and institutional actors. These
works reveal common technological challenges across
the political spectrum of public work, such as outdated
computers or incomplete datasets. Scholarship points to
the ways in which intermediary work does not strictly address technological concerns, but looks at how ICTs mediate and participate in larger and more complex social
issues, from economic security (Vyas & Dillahunt, 2017)
to cultural identities (Wyche & Grinter, 2012) to urban
crime (Erete et al., 2016). A common challenge specific
to intermediary organizations is the ways in which competing and often contradictory values and agendas must
co-exist and the work must be malleable enough to address these complexities (Le Dantec & Edwards, 2008;
Stoll et al., 2010). As Voida et al. (2014) argue, it is difficult enough to put into values into practice when everyone in an organization shares those same commitments,
much less when a project spans different categories of
civic actors, each of whom have their own set of values,
commitments, and responsibilities, which the organizational staff must contend with through their work.
Recent work has paid closer attention to the ways in
which non-human actors also participate in and facilitate
intermediary work with sensors, processors, and data exerting as much agency as human actors to address social issues (Forlano, 2016; Harmon et al., 2017). Here, we
use “intermediary” in a different sense to focus on role
of ICTs in public sector work. Literature discusses how
sensors and data are influential actors in citizen sensing
projects (Erete et al., 2016) and social media platforms
operate in tandem with neighbors and residents to negotiate shared concerns around local, small-scale community engagement (Asad & Le Dantec, 2015; Hansen
et al., 2014). Another important perspective to consider
is self-reflexive: our participation as researchers is also
a kind of intermediary work as we exert influence over
research sites regardless of our methodology (Holmer,
DiSalvo, Sengers, & Lodato, 2015; Khovanskaya, Sengers,
Mazmanian, & Darrah, 2017).
2.2. Interventionist Work: On Friction and Research

We draw from and build on existing bodies of work that
study intermediary organizations in public sector work.
More traditional intermediary work in these environ-

The researcher-as-intermediary is not a new concern to
community-based research: more interventionist methods have actively incorporated this positioning into
its modes of inquiry, such as participatory design
(Björgvinsson et al., 2010; Holmer et al., 2015) action research (Hayes, 2011), and more design-based methods
like service design (Stickdorn, 2011) and design ethnography (Khovanskaya et al., 2017). These different traditions call for varying degrees of intervention with a re-
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2. Designing Social Change
2.1. Intermediary Work: From Grassroots to Institutions

search community and aim for different outcomes from
the work. Recent literature suggests a move towards
deeper and more involved interventions. Some call for
more rigorous interrogations of oppressive sociopolitical
institutions that touch our fieldsites (Dimond et al., 2013;
Le Dantec & Edwards, 2008) while others ask us to incorporate more socially just and ethical approaches to our
research (Dombrowski, Harmon, & Fox, 2016; Fox et al.,
2016). Korn and Voida (2015) present a framework to
look at the spectrum of interventions possible through
research and join other researchers in active calls for facilitating more “friction,” or agonism, through our various methods, be they ethnographic, design-based, or
quantitative (Korn & Voida, 2015). It is also important
to interrogate the specific site of friction: in some cases,
the more ethical choice may be to use research to maintain existing practices to resist friction, like in instances
where said friction hinders just or ethical outcomes (e.g.,
policies that makes it more difficult for participants to
receive social services) (Håkansson & Sengers, 2014;
Khovanskaya et al., 2017).
Across these different scales and strategies, it is imperative to be introspective and interrogate what forms
of power and oppression exist within our research sites
and how our participation may impact these power dynamics, intentionally or otherwise (Dombrowski et al.,
2016). Below, we detail the history of the fieldsite to highlight the ways in which its work is both intermediary and
interventionist, and brings to the surface different motivations, agendas, and concerns.
3. Site and Methods
3.1. Site
The lead author conducted ethnographic fieldwork with
a criminal justice organization in a major city in the
American South whose goal was to ‘divert’ vulnerable
populations to social services instead of arresting them.
These populations were vulnerable people who are
homeless and/or facing extreme poverty, struggling with
substance abuse, and/or experiencing mental health issues. As a result, they couldn’t be reached by more traditional social service programming, and were thus more
susceptible to repeated interactions with law enforcement. The organization was created to address these systemic breakdowns and was the result of multiple years
of grassroots campaigns and policy work. These campaigns were originally led by a sex workers advocacy
group who worked with local police over years to establish non-punitive ordinances in areas known for high
sex worker activity. The campaign eventually grew to include other survival/quality of life crimes, e.g., loitering,
panhandling, or possession of forbidden substances, and
eventually led to the formal creation of the organization.
The organization itself is an intermediary between a
wealth of affected actors, including police officers, attorneys, judges, community-based organizations, activists,
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advocates, policymakers, social workers, and the organization’s program participants, who were often in extreme poverty and dealing with mental health and/or
substance abuse concerns. The organization’s main work
focused on ‘diversions,’ which are the mechanisms by
which trained police officers choose to offer social services to a participant instead of arresting them. Once
participants have consented to enter the program, they
directly interface with the organization’s social workers
who connect participants to social service providers who
have been vetted to be respectful of participant’s life
experiences, including trauma-informed social services,
non-punitive program requirements (i.e., re-arrests or relapses will not put participants at risk of ‘getting kicked
out’ the program), and working with trans-inclusive and
non-religious partners. The organization also mediates
relationships between the participant and various program partners (e.g., social service providers, legal advocates, participants’ attorneys).
During our 8-month tenure with the organization,
they were operating as a pilot program, which meant
that there was immense pressure—both within the organization and from program partners—to show the efficacy of the program and its goals in order to secure
additional funding and establish the pilot as official city
programming. Given their focus on criminal justice reform, part of the challenge of the work was to capture
successes in ways that were legible to bureaucrats and
policymakers unfamiliar with the complexities of social
work, much less as the unique demands of social work in
this region of the country. While the complex sociopolitical context of the American South is beyond the scope
of the article, we wish to acknowledge the fraught regional politics that have not historically supported social welfare and educational programs, leading to heavy
racial segregation in the city, historical and institutionalized anti-Blackness (e.g., redlining), and the criminalization of Black communities. As a result, there are fraught
relationships between many neighborhoods and criminal justice actors (e.g., police officers), as well as the state
(e.g., service providers), which was particularly true of
the geographic region where the pilot was being tested.
The program formally launched (i.e., started diversions)
in October 2017 and is open for diversions 4 days a week
(typically late-to-overnight shifts when many quality of
life crimes occur). As of the time of writing, there are 70
participants in the program.
3.2. Methods
The lead author conducted fieldwork with this organization for approximately eight months, from August 2017
to March 2018, spending an average of 6–20 hours a
week in the office. She documented her observations
through extensive field notes. Together with the second author, we analyzed our notes based on the fundamentals of qualitative data analysis (Miles & Huberman,
1994; Stoecker, 2012; Van Maanen, 2011), using induc-
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tive codes to analyze notes and iterate on our codes to
organize our findings below.
The lead author’s observations were based on her
time with staff at the organizational office. At the start
of her fieldwork, the organization had 6 full-time staff
members: the executive director, the social work manager, two social workers, an operations manager, and
an administrative assistant. The group experienced some
flux, including firing two employees, hiring two part-time
social workers, replacing a full-time social worker, and
replacing the operations manager. Given the pressures
of the pilot phase, the lead author completed tasks to
support the operational needs of the organization, especially during staff shortages, which mainly included administrative tasks (e.g., answering phones, taking notes,
ordering office supplies), logistics (e.g., directing partners to the office, coordinating deliveries) and supporting individual staff members with technological problems or emotional support.
It is important to make clear that we did not conduct
any fieldwork with the field site’s participants and only
had minimal interaction with them as they occasionally
visited the office to meet with the care staff. These interactions were limited to checking in (e.g., greeting them,
showing them the wait area, letting care staff know they
were present). Additionally, we did not study the diversions themselves, but rather the norms, expectations
and practices of the organizational staff, as well as their
daily information practices. These data practices varied,
ranging from hybrid handwritten and typed forms and
documents to using various digital channels to contact
participants and partners to using social media to coordinate trainings and events. Staff were expected to complete a number of tasks daily, including documenting
their progress, updating procedural and institutional protocols, and generating organizational reports, like meeting minutes, professional updates, and social work case
notes. These tasks spanned a variety of digital tools,
including but not limited to shared drives on the local area network, project management platforms, office
suite software, and apps to access different databases
and resources.
The lead author was given access to some of these
data via the organizational shared drive, though permissions were set such that she could not access private
or personal information (e.g., hiring documents, participant medical files). Broadly, she had access to the organization’s meetings, events, and daily work practices,
as well as direct access to the staff members themselves
while they were in the office. The lead author was primarily consulted on technological questions and concerns
(e.g., installing the correct drivers), she was also invited
to participate in broader organizational decision-making
processes and took on non-technological responsibilities. She attended staff and partner meetings, created internal documentation (e.g., inventory, communications
plans), and developed digital and non-digital prototypes
to deploy on-site. Some of the prototypes were longer
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term projects, such as the participant/partner database
described in Section 4.2, which would be regularly used
by social work staff and occasionally by external partners. Other prototypes were more focused on management or organizational practices, such as designing forms
and templates.
The labor described above was offered at the onset of the fieldwork and accepted with the full consent
of the staff (the lead author also explained her role as
an embedded researcher to each new staff member as
they joined the organization before asking their consent
to observe and assist them). When we were initially invited to the organization to design and implement various digital tools, both the lead author and the staff members agreed that the researcher would also help support
organizational stability and growth on a day-to-day basis as needed. These efforts were extended in the spirit
of action research, an approach to community-based research in the discipline of human-computer interaction
that “satisfies both the need for scientific rigor and promotion of sustainable social change” (Hayes, 2011). Practicing action research is to prioritize the needs of community partners, which in this case asked the lead author
to deploy her skills with project management and IT to
provide ad hoc administrative support and technology
training as needed, which also provided the opportunity
for her to engage in the research inquiries and interventions described above, which she did alongside the staff,
rather than dictated or prescribed to them.
4. Findings
Below we share the lead author’s observations on interactions between organizational staff and various digital
artifacts in the office, both in the course of their daily
work and also as situated within the broader goals of
the pilot project. We outline three categories where expressions of conventional technological concerns (e.g.,
usability, security, privacy) reflected broader tensions in
the group. These tensions spanned three levels of scale:
operational scale, referring to concerns that were more
urgent for the day-to-day operations of the group; proximal scale, concerns impacting the core staff members
working in the office vs. other, more distant stakeholders; and temporal scale, negotiating actions to be taken
in the more immediate present vs. in the future.
4.1. Operational Scale
At the start of our fieldwork, the executive director asked
us to create digital systems to support operational work
within the organization. These data were to be used to
support both participant needs of the smaller scale, dayto-day social work, as well as the larger scale work of
policy change and criminal justice reform. While some
tasks could be completed by organizational staff alone,
others needed input from partners and thus required
more coordination, like contacting service providers to
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check the availability of resources or checking various
court dates with different attorneys. We worked with
staff to learn about their work practices and to arrive
at consensus on which digital artifacts would best serve
the group’s needs, which revealed competing agendas
for how these operational concerns should be addressed.
Specifically, there were tensions between improving the
existing, ad hoc assemblage of myriad digital artifacts or
creating two customized digital infrastructures to streamline both internal and external tasks. Given the urgent
nature of the work, these technical questions became a
way to negotiate how to prioritize what kind of work got
done: more administrative tasks or more diversions.
The existing digital tools were cobbled together by
staff members based on their existing skillsets and familiarity with digital tools, though by their own admission
was risky as participant information was being shared
across multiple channels, such as email, text, and verbally over the phone. These practices were more reactive as they were typically addressing the urgent needs of
participants. Alternatively, while the new digital systems
would be more secure, they would be costly in other
ways, such as costing money for additional resources.
The new systems would require additional labor from
staff for systems training and maintenance, whereas they
were currently focusing their already constrained efforts
on diversions. One instance of these operational tensions took place during a staff meeting to prepare for an
upcoming partners meeting. Here, a social worker asked
the team for advance for how to communicate the nuances of a roleplay scenario:
SW: I don’t want to go up there and say the wrong
thing. Should I say (it this way)?
Executive Director (ED): Well…
SW: What about (a different way)?
(silence)
ED: This is shared work, we’re not going to let you fail.
SW: Okay, but what should I say?
When consulting the social worker after the meeting,
she expressed frustration at the executive director being “not helpful” when she needed advice. She identified
a disconnect between her ask for effective communication during a meeting and her receiving what she thought
were irrelevant reminders of the organization’s core principles of cooperation and consensus. Here we see how
the tension between the material needs of the day-today and the ‘big picture’ can be malleable and contested
in light of different operational priorities and practices.

to use Salesforce was justified as a compromise for the
concerns described above, it introduced some ambiguity around who the tool was supposed to serve. Combining both internal and external tasks in a single artifact
was meant to better facilitate staff members continuing
their daily work with minimal training and IT setup. However, the artifact was also meant to be accessible by partners, such as attorneys and services providers, which introduced concerns about who the system should be built
for—internal staff or external stakeholders.
In one meeting, team members discussed which specific technical features should be incorporated into the
system. Specifically, the social work manager asked for
text field input for one section of the new system so social workers could qualitatively describe the participants’
goals in detail. She explained that she had seen participants in other organizations receive “overly prescriptive
care” and she wanted to keep the focus on the participants’ self-determined progress and self-reported experiences. She emphasized the importance of recording the
quality of each participant’s interaction with a social service provider, saying that how participants felt about delivered services were crucial to their wellbeing, as well.
She told us about transphobic agencies she had previously worked with who delivered services to cis-gender
participants, but trans participants reported completely
different, traumatic and harmful experiences. By contrast, the executive director wanted to deploy predetermined sets of checkboxes and dropdown menus to facilitate the speed of data entry and to make data easier to interpret for external stakeholders. Here, the dissent over
data entry formats reveals differing expectations for who
would be the primary users for the digital system.
We observed how these technical discussions
echoed this same proximal tension in other, nontechnical conversation: for example, in staff meetings,
care workers in the group often described their approach as using “radical love” to “heal” people, stating
reminders to “(diversion) calls (from participants) change
everything.” In the same meeting, the director described
organizational success in very different terms, stating
that “if they (the police department) feel like this is their
program, we’ve done our job.” Given the intermediary
nature of the organization, we observed staff members
often acknowledge the complex and nuance motivations
driving the project, but it was these technological conversations that made material the different organizational
missions and commitments.
4.3. Temporal Scale

The executive director eventually solicited the lead author to customize an existing product, Salesforce, as an
all-encompassing system to coordinate both internal and
external tasks. From this, we observed another set of
tensions along the scale of proximity: while the decision

The third tension we observed was concerned with temporality: decisions about different digital structures revealed difficulties in balancing more immediate concerns
with needs that would impact the organization in the future, particularly beyond the pilot phase when it would
need to scale up to become a more robust program.
These tensions are not mutually exclusive: there were
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4.2. Proximal Scale

concerns about temporality as mentioned in Section 4.1
as more administrative work was not directly addressing immediate concerns in the organization, i.e., prioritizing data maintenance instead of participant health and
wellbeing. These temporal concerns also came up in discussions of specific technical needs for Salesforce: again,
conversations around a single data field pointed to differences in what work was more important. In this example, a meeting was held to identify what health-related
data should be captured for the Salesforce database to
be shared with external partners. On a technical level,
staff wanted to balance a generalizable data set so they
could better anticipate if certain resources or kinds of
care were needed versus collected data that would be
unique to each participant’s specific goals. As one staff
member put it, one challenge with data collection would
be to “be creative with how we track certain progress
goals, like showering everyday.”
This was a particularly important conversation to
have as external partners needed to have access to certain kinds of participant data (e.g., demographics), but
making accessible certain kinds of personal data might
result in vulnerable participants facing discrimination,
e.g., based on their sexuality or health status. In this
meeting, there was contention over the inclusion of a
checkbox to connote a participant’s HIV status: by having this information available in the database, staff and
service providers might be able to offer more appropriate care, but staff members were concerned for participants’ dignity, at best having deeply personal data
stored on corporate servers, and at worst, what were
to happen to participants if there were to be a data
breach. Staff discussed other kinds of data as being helpful in future work—for example, tracking instances of
rearrests—but in this instance, the technical conversation reflected deeper concerns about present decisions
that might open the door to different scales of impact
in the future, specifically introducing more traumatic or
irreparable kinds of harm to folks already experiencing
multiple kinds of trauma.

ments that had to take priority, like teaching. Below, we
reflect on operational and proximal tensions common to
community-based research—that is, what kind of work
can we commit to and to whom are we responsible?—
and discuss our responses to the different organizational
needs we observed in light of our research commitments
and priorities. We focus specifically on the kinds of interventions we tried to deploy as researchers, as well as the
friction that was produced across different relationships
in the research project.
5.1. From Social to Technical Prototyping

By the end of our fieldwork with the organization, the
lead author ended up designing and building the Salesforce system solicited in Section 4.2, but she also adjusted her research practices to better reflect and respond to the tensions described in the above section.
Ultimately, researchers and the organization mutually
agreed to conclude our fieldwork as a service design
collaboration rather than an action research project.
As such, researchers provided prototypes, recommendations, best practices to the organization rather than engage in more collective and in-depth design processes
to catalyze more impactful change within the organization. This decision was largely made because of concerns
around temporal scale—fieldwork was taking longer
than agreed upon but researchers had academic commit-

The organizational contradictions were helpful cues for
us as researchers as they eventually became the boundaries our research collaborators drew around where we
should and should not intervene on-site. The above contradictions can be seen as a kind of social prototyping (6)
as the organization itself needed to figure out what their
priorities were, in all their complexities. There is an extent to which the inconsistencies above are expected artifacts of a new organization still working through growing
pains. Indeed, with early interventions from the lead researcher, the team iterated through kinds of practices to
prototype within the organization what best worked for
them, such as working through conflict as an entire team
and in-person during staff meetings rather than through
online communications.
By the end of the fieldwork, however, we decided as
researchers to prioritize the completion of the technical
artifact over building organizational capacity, and thus focused our efforts on different concerns around technical
requirements. We did not feel like a focus on the technological was completely eschewing organizational concerns as the digital platforms served as shared artifacts
between the site and the researchers through which
broader concerns could be articulated and negotiated.
Nascent organizational practices, concerns, and power
dynamics were made material through discussions of the
digital tool itself. As such, the lead author shifted her
tactics: instead of facilitating dialogue and debate across
team members and organizational practices, she facilitated conversations to focus on shared understandings
(and misunderstandings) of the artifact. The digital tool
was a way to articulate both technological needs and
to give form to kinds of work that should or should not
be done.
As mentioned above, we ultimately prioritized concerns of the temporal scale: because funding for the
project was conditional, we had to adjust our research
to the fact that there was more at stake than participants’ wellbeing. These temporal concerns also directly
impacted operational concerns: if efforts focused too
much on the short-term (e.g., administrative tasks), the
organization would not be able to sustain the diversion
work to make claims about the longer-term goals (e.g.,
policy change, criminal justice reform), thus putting at
risk the possibility of the project existing in the future.
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5. Discussion

It was through the lens of these operational concerns
that the lead researcher was able to articulate changing boundaries to staff members: she would be able to
make more lasting impact by taking a step back from
administrative work and focusing on technological implementation as her time at the site was limited and
there was more organizational capacity to complete administrative tasks as there was for deploying digital systems. It was important to hear and acknowledge each
staff member’s priorities—be it policy or care delivery—
because even though we could not address each of them
through research, they were ways for us to identify how
our work and impact at the fieldsite could best support
the broader organizational work.
5.2. Micro- and Macro-Level Friction
We were able to gain insight into the boundaries around
our work as researchers by observing the different perspectives on technological requirements and organizational priorities. We saw boundaries drawn across the
team of who does what kinds of work: whereas the social
work staff focused on participants’ needs and delivering
care, the ED was able to frame this on-the-ground work
to external stakeholders by translating how the microlevel work moved forward the macro-level policy goals.
By the time we had transitioned our research methods
to more of a service design model, the challenge was to
focus our efforts on how to best contribute to the organization with our remaining time and capacities. Here, our
concern was around proximal concerns: on whom should
we focus our support? As described above, individual
staff members had differing commitments to stakeholders on the project, whether it was supporting individual
participant needs or translating these efforts to external
partners to influence policy or culture change.
As described above, much of our early fieldwork was
spent (to mixed levels of success) designing and implementing digital tools as a way to address problems that
existed outside ICTs as well, such as lack of organization
and clashing communication and management styles.
There was no team management software that would
address the power imbalances that belied the working
relationships between the executive director and staff.
This is not to reduce the agency of the rest of the team:
we observed staff continually contest power relations
within the office and they were not unaware of the institutional complexities of their work. Yet, in spite of this,
the team did not seem to substantially push back against
the hierarchical model imposed by the director, which
posed a challenge to us as action researchers, who were
invested in and make claims to distributions of power,
specifically in the workplace and for those who are underrepresented in decision-making processes.
In our observations of organizational practices, we
observed how concerns across different levels of proximal scale—specifically the implicit pressure from city
policymakers and the police force to lead a “success-
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ful” criminal justice reform pilot—posed challenges to
the micro-level work of the social work team. Taking
the perspective of the staff, we could interpret their
micro-disagreements over field inputs and dropdown
menus to prioritize the wellbeing of their participants
over the perceived success of the pilot by external parties. Despite the friction that it introduced to their dayto-day work, researchers observed how staff members
negotiated boundaries within their group—’picked their
battles,’ so to speak—so they could focus their efforts on
their participants.
We took our cues from the social work team adjusted
our research methods at the fieldsite. Our challenge was
to maintain our commitment to socially just research
(Dombrowski et al., 2016) at a site that largely maintained status quo power relations. Rather than try and influence radical change within the organization—or even
worse, influence change in the affiliate institutions, such
as the police force—we instead did our best to align our
efforts with and support the team’s ongoing radical work
of prioritizing their participants. Staff members took on
additional administrative practices—such as maintaining
shared calendars—so long as they did not interfere with
their prioritizing participants (“calls change everything”).
In turn, we acquiesced larger design decisions—such as
building out a Salesforce database—and took seriously
some of the more minute details as opportunities to
better support the rest of the staff and their commitment to participant wellbeing. Over time, we learned
to adapt our research methods to respect the complexities and contradictions of the site: we would not be able
to co-design more collective organizational processes on
the team, nor would we implement radical digital tools
to challenge the larger scale, complex breakdowns of
longstanding sociopolitical systems. We could, however,
use text boxes in Salesforce instead of dropdown menus
so that participants could share experiences with social
workers and the social workers could, in turn, approach
social service delivery with the dignity and respect they
strive for.
6. Conclusion
Our fieldwork at a social service intermediary offered
insight into the various challenges of doing work that
is entangled in various public concerns, touches various stakeholders, and is responsible to different needs
and project goals. The tensions of having to serve multiple agendas simultaneously—specifically across temporal, operational, and proximal scales—makes the staff’s
work even more complex and fraught. As researchers,
we reflected on these organizational dynamics to try
and develop strategies to build on and evolve our own
work as intermediaries, particularly when our methodologies are interventionist by nature and added to the
challenges our collaborators faced at the field site. By
observing and respecting the various competing boundaries at the organization, we attempted to adjust our re-
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search practices to better support the priorities of the
staff and the goals of their work. We encourage our peers
to center the concerns and priorities of their research
participants in their research, which will be invaluable
for articulating what kinds of work are or are not appropriate for that collaboration at that time. Moreover,
we strongly suggest that researchers learn to value friction, rather than avoid it: while it may be a source of
discomfort at first, that friction is ultimately fruitful for
participants to articulate what is important to them, for
us to build more trusting and sustainable collaborative
relationships, and so we can orient our research to be
richer, better informed, and more impactful. We hope
this work will provoke conversation and reflection across
other researchers, academics, and designers who seek to
use participatory methods with issue-oriented communities or organizations.

Alsheikh, T., Rode, J. A., & Lindley, S. E. (2011). (Whose)
value-sensitive design: A study of long-distance relationships in an Arabic cultural context. In Proceedings
of the ACM 2011 Conference on Computer Supported
Cooperative Work (CSCW ‘11) (pp. 75–84). https://
doi.org/10.1145/1958824.1958836
Asad, M., & Le Dantec, C. A. (2015). Illegitimate civic
participation: Supporting community activists on the
ground. In Proceedings of the 18th ACM Conference
on Computer Supported Cooperative Work & Social
Computing (CSCW ‘15) (pp. 1694–1703). https://doi.
org/10.1145/2675133.2675156
Asad, M., Le Dantec, C. A., Nielsen, B., & Diedrick, K.
(2017). Creating a sociotechnical API: Designing cityscale community engagement. In Proceedings of the
2017 CHI conference on human factors in computing systems (pp. 2295–2306). New York, NY: ACM.
https://doi.org/10.1145/3025453.3025963
Björgvinsson, E., Ehn, P., & Hillgren, P. A. (2010). Participatory design and “democratizing innovation”. In
Proceedings of the 11th Biennial Participatory Design
Conference (PDC ‘10) (pp. 41–50). http://dx.doi.org/
10.1145/1900441.1900448
Boehner, K., & DiSalvo, C. (2016). Data, design and civics:
An exploratory study of civic tech. In Proceedings
of the 2016 CHI Conference on Human Factors

in Computing Systems (CHI ‘16) (pp. 2970–2981).
https://doi-org.prx.library.gatech.edu/10.1145/
2858036.2858326
Dimond, J. P., Dye, M., Larose, D., & Bruckman, A. S.
(2013). Hollaback! The role of storytelling online in a
social movement organization. In Proceedings of the
2013 Conference on Computer Supported Cooperative Work (CSCW ‘13) (pp. 477–490). https://doi.org/
10.1145/2441776.2441831
DiSalvo, C., Lukens, J., Lodato, T., Jenkins, T., & Kim, T.
(2014). Making public things: How HCI design can
express matters of concern. In Proceedings of the
SIGCHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing
Systems (CHI ‘14) (pp. 2397–2406). https://doi.org/
10.1145/2556288.2557359
Dombrowski, L., Brubaker, J. R., Hirano, S. H., Mazmanian, M., & Hayes, G. R. (2013). It takes a network to
get dinner: Designing location-based systems to address local food needs. In Proceedings of the 2013
ACM international Joint Conference on Pervasive and
Ubiquitous Computing (UbiComp ‘13) (pp. 519–528).
https://doi.org/10.1145/2493432.2493493
Dombrowski, L., Harmon, E., & Fox, S. (2016). Social
justice-oriented interaction design: Outlining key design strategies and commitments. In Proceedings of
the 2016 ACM Conference on Designing Interactive
Systems (DIS ‘16) (pp. 656–671). https://doi.org/10.
1145/2901790.2901861
Erete, S., Ryou, E., Smith, G., Fassett, K. M., & Duda, S.
(2016). Storytelling with data: Examining the use of
data by non-profit organizations. In Proceedings of
the 19th ACM Conference on Computer-Supported
Cooperative Work & Social Computing (CSCW ‘16)
(pp. 1273–1283). https://doi.org/10.1145/2818048.
2820068
Forlano, L. (2016). Decentering the human in the design
of collaborative cities. Design Issues, 32(3), 42–54.
Fox, S., Asad, M., Lo, K., Dimond, J. P., Dombrowski, L.
S., & Bardzell, S. (2016). Exploring social justice, design, and HCI. In Proceedings of the 2016 CHI Conference Extended Abstracts on Human Factors in Computing Systems (CHI EA ‘16) (pp. 3293–3300). https://
doi.org/10.1145/2851581.2856465
Goecks, J., Voida, A., Voida, S., & Mynatt, E. D. (2008).
Charitable technologies: Opportunities for collaborative computing in nonprofit fundraising. In Proceedings of the 2008 ACM Conference on Computer Supported Cooperative Work (CSCW ‘08) (pp. 689–698).
http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/1460563.1460669
Håkansson, M., & Sengers, P. (2014). No easy compromise: Sustainability and the dilemmas and dynamics of change. In Proceedings of the 2014 Conference on Designing Interactive Systems (DIS ‘14)
(pp. 1025–1034). https://doi.org/10.1145/2598510.
2598569
Hansen, D. L., Koepfler, J. A., Jaeger, P. T., Bertot, J. C.,
& Viselli, T. (2014). Civic action brokering platforms:
Facilitating local engagement with ACTion Alexandria.

Media and Communication, 2019, Volume 7, Issue 3, Pages X–X

8

Acknowledgments
We are grateful to the NSF for generously funding this
work (1659757). We’d also like to thank our research
participants for their patience and trust throughout
our collaboration, without which this work would not
be possible.
Conflict of Interests
The authors declare no conflict of interests.
References

In Proceedings of the 17th ACM Conference on Computer Supported Cooperative Work & Social Computing (CSCW ‘14) (pp. 1308–1322). https://doi.org/10.
1145/2531602.2531714
Harmon, E., Bopp, C., & Voida, A. (2017). The design fictions of philanthropic IT: Stuck between an imperfect
present and an impossible future. In Proceedings of
the 2017 CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems (CHI ‘17) (pp. 7015–7028). https://
doi.org/10.1145/3025453.3025650
Hayes, G. R. (2011). The relationship of action research
to human-computer interaction. ACM Transactions
on Computer-Human Interaction (TOCHI), 18(3), 15.
http://doi.acm.org/10.1145/1993060.1993065
Holmer, H. B., DiSalvo, C., Sengers, P., & Lodato, T. (2015).
Constructing and constraining participation in participatory arts and HCI. International Journal of HumanComputer Studies, 74, 107–123. http://dx.doi.org/10.
1016/j.ijhcs.2014.10.003
Khovanskaya, V., Sengers, P., Mazmanian, M., & Darrah, C. (2017). Reworking the gaps between design
and ethnography. In Proceedings of the 2017 CHI
Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems
(CHI ‘17) (pp. 5373–5385). https://doi.org/10.1145/
3025453.3026051
Korn, M., & Voida, A. (2015). Creating friction: Infrastructuring civic engagement in everyday life. In Proceedings of the Fifth Decennial Aarhus Conference on
Critical Alternatives (pp. 145–156). http://dx.doi.org/
10.7146/aahcc.v1i1.21198
Le Dantec, C. A., & Edwards, W. K. (2008). The view
from the trenches: Organization, power, and technology at two nonprofit homeless outreach centers. In Proceedings of the 2008 ACM Conference on
Computer Supported Cooperative Work (CSCW ‘08)
(pp. 589–598). http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/1460563.
1460656
Lodato, T., & DiSalvo, C. (2018). Institutional constraints:
The forms and limits of participatory design in the
public realm. In Proceedings of the 15th Participatory
Design Conference: Full Papers (Vol. 1, p. 5). http://
dx.doi.org/10.1145/3210586.3210595
McPhail, B., Costantino, T., Bruckmann, D., Barclay, R., & Clement, A. (1998). CAVEAT exemplar:
Participatory design in a non-profit volunteer organisation. Computer Supported Cooperative Work
(CSCW), 7(3/4), 223–241. http://dx.doi.org/10.1023/
A:1008631020266
Merkel, C., Farooq, U., Xiao, L., Ganoe, C., Rosson, M.,
& Carroll, J. M. (2007). Managing technology use
and learning in nonprofit community organizations:
Methodological challenges and opportunities. In Pro-

ceedings of the 2007 Symposium on Computer Human Interaction for the Management of Information
Technology (CHIMIT ’07) (p. 8). http://dx.doi.org/10.
1145/1234772.1234783
Merkel, C. B., Xiao, L., Farooq, U., Ganoe, C. H., Lee,
R., Carroll, J. M., & Rosson, M. B. (2004). Participatory design in community computing contexts: Tales
from the field. In Proceedings of the Eighth Conference on Participatory Design. Artful Integration:
Interweaving Media, Materials and Practices (PDC
04) (Vol. 1, pp. 1–10). http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/
1011870.1011872
Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data
analysis: An expanded sourcebook. London: Sage.
Parker, A., Kantroo, V., Lee, H. R., Osornio, M., Sharma,
M., & Grinter, R. (2012). Health promotion as activism: Building community capacity to effect social change. In Proceedings of the SIGCHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems
(CHI ‘12) (pp. 99–108). http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/
2207676.2207692
Stickdorn, M. (2011). This is service design thinking. Amsterdam: BIS Publishers.
Stoecker, R. (2012). Research methods for community
change: A project-based approach. London: Sage.
Stoll, J., Edwards, W. K., & Mynatt, E. D. (2010). Interorganizational coordination and awareness in a
nonprofit ecosystem. In Proceedings of the 2010
ACM Conference on Computer Supported Cooperative Work (CSCW ‘10) (pp. 51–60). https://doi.org/
10.1145/1718918.1718930
Van Maanen, J. (2011). Tales of the field: On writing
ethnography. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Voida, A., Dombrowski, L., Hayes, G. R., & Mazmanian,
M. (2014). Shared values/conflicting logics: Working
around e-government systems. In Proceedings of the
SIGCHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing
Systems (CHI ‘14) (pp. 3583–3592). https://doi.org/
10.1145/2556288.2556971
Vyas, D., & Dillahunt, T. (2017). Everyday resilience:
Supporting resilient strategies among low socioeconomic status communities. In Proceedings of the
ACM on Human-Computer Interaction (CSCW) (Vol. 1,
p. 105). https://doi.org/10.1145/3134740
Wyche, S. P., & Grinter, R. E. (2012). “This is how we
do it in my country”: A study of computer-mediated
family communication among Kenyan migrants in the
United States. In Proceedings of the ACM 2012 Conference on Computer Supported Cooperative Work
(CSCW ‘12) (pp. 87–96). https://doi.org/10.1145/
2145204.2145222

Media and Communication, 2019, Volume 7, Issue 3, Pages X–X

9

About the Authors
Mariam Asad (she/they) is a Doctoral Student in the Digital Media program in the School of Literature,
Media, and Communication at the Georgia Institute of Technology. Her work focuses on activism, design, and justice. She is interested in the different ways that local communities discuss, use, and appropriate technologies to do radical political work. She explores how technology design can offer opportunities for civic participation through both policy- and grassroots/community-based initiatives.

Christopher A. Le Dantec is an Associate Professor in the Digital Media Program in the School of
Literature, Media, and Communication at the Georgia Institute of Technology. His research is focused
on the area of digital civics where he works with a range of community-based partners to explore
new forms of civic participation through community-centered design inquiry at the intersection of
participatory design, digital democracy, and smart cities. He is the author of Designing Publics (2016,
MIT Press).

Media and Communication, 2019, Volume 7, Issue 3, Pages X–X

10

