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ABSTRACT
As data plays an increasing role in civic decision making, diverse
organizations are facing pressure to engage in data work. The HCI
community has explored both the potential of and challenges to
integrating robust data practices in mission-driven organizations.
At each step – from collection, to storage, to analysis, to mainte-
nance – these organizations need to develop tools and practices
that balance internal operational needs and external community
priorities. This work reports on an 11 month-long collaboration
with a mission-driven hybrid organization that has designed tools
and procedures for collecting data that enact an ethic of care. This
caring data practice is characterized by defining success through
relationships, attending to the social and cultural community con-
text, and protecting vulnerable populations through non-collection.
We share the organization’s practices, analyze how they support
the organization in providing care, and offer recommendations for
building caring data systems.
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1 INTRODUCTION
Data is increasingly being used as a tool for decision making around
civic issues [11, 39]. Despite often being perceived as neutral, data is
always socially and culturally situated and the processes of data col-
lection, management, and use, reproduce existing power dynamics
and culturally based assumptions [8, 15, 17, 18, 23, 33, 36, 55, 61, 64].
Given the socially constructed nature of data, HCI researchers have
begun to call for attention to how increasing datafication allows
the “invisible hand” of data practices to influence outcomes and
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prioritization [60]. This call becomes more urgent as data is increas-
ingly used in both the public and private sector, creating ways of
knowing and decision making around social issues that are shaped
by the affordances of databases and other data tools.

Pervasive neoliberal structures create pressure formission-driven
organizations, including nonprofits, activist groups, and counter-
institutions to adopt practices that are common in the for-profit
world. Following this pattern, pressure to engage in data collection
that promises to improve decision making and make organizations
more effective has caused organizations in all sectors to collect more
data than they use [45, 68]. One key mismatch between market
driven and mission-driven organizations are the steep resource and
capacity constraints mission-driven organizations face. Conversa-
tions around data use in mission-driven organizations contend with
a tension between the opportunities data provides to increase effi-
ciency, seek funding and resources, and improve decision making,
with the reality of data work in the context of resource constraints.
These constraints include limitations in staff time [51, 79], funding
[6, 51, 79], and technological expertise [51, 79], creating a “cycle
of disempowerment” [6]. To address this cycle, we seek to under-
stand how data practices can be designed to embody organizational
values in the context of a resource constrained mission-driven or-
ganization.

We report on an 11-month collaboration with The Office of Im-
migrant Affairs (hereafter referred to as Immigrant Affairs) in an
urban area in the Southern US, a cabinet-level office that addresses
food insecurity, housing, and other issues in the local immigrant
community. Our partners did not fully fit the organizational char-
acteristics of municipal government, non-profit, or private sector.
As such, we characterize our partner as a mission-driven hybrid
organization, a structure that blends value systems and institutional
logics of multiple different sectors of society [2, 41, 58]. This hy-
brid organization was born of institutional bricolage [59], a term
that refers to institutional situations where available resources and
capacities are pieced together. While there was a level of formality
afforded to Immigrant Affairs as part of the Mayor’s Office, and the
services they provided could be viewed as acting on behalf of the
mayor, they often chafed with other city services because of their
work with non-citizens. Additionally, their funding model more
closely fit with that of a non-profit as they relied on external grants
for funding and participated in continuous cycles of grant appli-
cations. We conducted 28 hours of fieldwork, working alongside
staff as they delivered needed services to residents and conducted
semi-structured interviews with six members of the organization
to gain insight into the tools and processes they employ to collect,
manage, and use data.
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From our ongoing work with our partner, care has emerged as a
theoretical framework that grounded the organization's data prac-
tice. In HCI, care has been discussed as a framework for interaction
primarily in healthcare [43, 70], disaster response [66, 80], making
[71], and IoT [44]. More recently, care has become a perspective
for understanding data practice in nonpro�ts and civic engage-
ment through grassroots data collection [50, 72]. Establishing a
connection between care, data, and civics reveals the potential for
data to provide a place to involve community members, build civic
engagement, and start conversations about important civic issues.

Borrowing from Tronto's call to develop �caring institutions� that
enable the deployment of robust care policies to the public [74], this
work adds to the empirical understanding of care, data, and social
services by exploring a carefully developed set of data practices
deployed in a mission-driven hybrid organization and providing
insights for designing data systems that align with organizational
goals and values. We contribute empirical insight into the data
practices of a hybrid organization, an analysis of a data system that
embodies an ethic of care, and considerations for designing data
systems for care.

2 RELATED WORK
2.1 Care
The concept of care as a scholarly framework is rooted in ethics
but has emerged in a variety of di�erent domains, including STS,
political theory, and HCI. Ethics of care originated from feminist
psychologist and ethicist Carol Gilligan in the 1980s in reaction
to masculinized perspectives of moral development [32]. In con-
trast to dominant moral frameworks that stress logical rights or
virtues at an individual level, an ethics of care prioritizes relation-
ality, reciprocity, responsiveness, and plurality [26, 32, 38]. In STS,
the concept of care has been applied as a framework to describe
technological and knowledge practices. Borrowing from ethics of
care, Mol analyzed technology practices in healthcare and agricul-
ture through a lens oflogic of care, a mode of reasoning that centers
care, and introduced tinkering as a technological practice of care
characterized by ongoing attention and attunement [52, 54]. The
introduction of care into conversations around STS prompted some
scholars to argue for a shift frommatters of concernto matters of
care, encouraging an approach to the study of science and technol-
ogy that not only recognizes the ethical and political implications
of sociotechnical systems but also emphasizes attention to the over-
looked work of maintaining everyday life, an ethical and political
commitment to neglected things, and personal relationships with
objects [16, 46].

As a political theory, Tronto identi�es care as a foundation of
democratic society countering the current neoliberal order [75].
She suggests that political communities should embody the ethical
qualities of care: attentiveness, responsibility, competence, respon-
siveness, and solidarity [75]. These values have the potential to
alleviate what she identi�es as a dual relationship between a caring
de�cit and a democratic de�cit [7, 25, 48, 56, 76], highlighting the
similarities between the incapacity in advanced countries to provide
su�cient care, and the incapacity for democratic institutions to
re�ect the values and goals of its citizens [75]. Similarly, The Care
Manifesto put forth by the Care Collective draws a link between

the competitive individualist ethos of neoliberal economics and the
destruction of public places, arguing that the lack of public gather-
ing space has reduced the capacity to build communities that care,
directly decreasing the ability to participate in democratic decision
making [13]. Beyond political theory, recent work engaging the
political realities of care described how the COVID-19 pandemic
laid bare the long-standing failure of existing institutions to pro-
vide care for a wide variety of social needs, including healthcare,
housing, and policing [13, 34]. The politicization of care provides a
compelling attunement to civic issues that contradicts the dominant
methods of organizing public life in the US and presents care as an
alternative organizing principle to neoliberal capitalism [13, 21, 75].

Within HCI, scholarship on care has been introduced in a wide
variety of settings including healthcare [4, 43], housing advocacy
[81], making [71], and IoT [44]. Data around social issues in particu-
lar has emerged as a potential site where perspectives of care seem
relevant and instructive. Across these contexts, we begin to see
the tactics and practices that support caring through data, whether
through the tinkering tactics that emerged in the context of data
collection aimed at advancing housing justice [72], or through the
collective data work communities engaged in documenting code
violations [50]. These collective e�orts seek to use data directly as
a tool to advance care within the a�ected communities, doing the
work Bowyer et al. call for by shifting the locus of decision making
from data holders to data subjects [9]. Each of these projects pro-
vides valuable insight into care as both a process and a value that
guides data work, but additional research is needed to understand
how the speci�c features of sociotechnical data systems align with
an ethic of care across diverse institutional contexts.

2.2 Resource Constrained Data Work
Understanding the intersection of care and data requires attention
to how institutional contexts shape data work. We are particularly
interested in understanding care and data in organizations charac-
terized by resource constraints, including municipal governments,
mission-driven organizations such as non-pro�ts, grassroots move-
ments, and counter-institutions because these organizations face
unique tensions that shape data work.

While municipalities are increasingly collecting and using data
to help drive decision making and operations, that data is fraught.
For example, the use of existing municipal data on private prop-
erty to estimate urban distress creates a scaleable prediction model
capable of extensively reproducing existing inequalities [35]. The
negative impacts of such a task are exaggerated when we consider
the observed unreliability of data collected by the city. Porton et al.
�nd that court-record data on evictions is incomplete, inaccurate,
and inconsistent [62]. This distorts the eviction rates, makes the
data di�cult for researchers to work with, and hurts renters, espe-
cially those who face marginalization from their economic or legal
status. Analysis of a community partner's struggle in obtaining data
from the city reveals additional issues with city data, raising ques-
tions of access to government data and reduction in characterizing
neighborhoods in Chicago [27].

For nonpro�ts, data presents both challenges and opportunities.
Previous research has identi�ed the use of data for making a case
to funders [3], as well as the potential for accurate and reliable data
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to improve decision making and increase the e�ectiveness of non-
pro�ts [ 45]. However, the challenges nonpro�ts face in establishing
e�ective data practices have been well documented, speci�cally con-
straints in sta� time [51, 79], funding [6, 51, 79], and technological
expertise [51, 79]. Widespread neoliberalism is creating pressure for
organizations across sectors to follow for-pro�t industry leaders in
becoming �data driven,� but data practices that �t for-pro�t context
don't always translate to other institutions. Data work in nonprof-
its has been characterized by erosion of autonomy, data drift, and
data fragmentation, creating a cycle of disempowerment [6]. The
challenges for nonpro�ts in managing data work often come in the
context of organizations that are chronically underfunded and un-
dersta�ed, resulting inhomebrewed databases, messy assemblages
of di�erent technological tools used to meet information needs
[78].

Grassroots movements and activist organizations share similar
time, funding, and expertise constraints as nonpro�ts, but may
have unique data practices. For example, the Anti-Eviction Map-
ping Project, a collective based out of San Francisco, engages in
�critical cartographic and feminist data visualization practices that
seek to render visible the landscapes, lives, and sites of resistance
and dispossession elided in capitalist, colonial, and liberal topogra-
phies� [49]. However, the use of technology in data work introduces
an additional challenge to grassroots movements in aligning tech-
nical systems with movement values. Ghoshal et al. identi�ed a
tension between the values of grassroot movements and the politics
of the technologies they relied on to achieve their goals [31]. One
tension they identify is that while many grassroots organizations
value inclusion and participation, the use of ICTs for coordinating
nevertheless privileges members of the movement with techno-
logical access and expertise. D'ignazio and Klein address similar
inequalities in the context of data, calling on data feminism to "use
data science to challenge and change the distribution of power"
[19]. Tran et al. describe how data fragmentation results as a prod-
uct of the tension between logics of care and logics of e�ciency
in a counter-institution, an organization endeavoring to function
outside of the nonpro�t-industrial complex [72]. In these distinct
accounts, we �nd a common thread where specialized capacities
to make use of technology, and to do so e�ciently, run up against
values of inclusion and care, prompting, on one hand, calls to rad-
ically rethink how we design those technologies from the outset
[19, 31], to observing how local acts of tinkering get deployed in
order to nudge systems inline with an organization's values [72].
In each of these examples, we are shown directly how the values
embedded in sociotechnical systems can support or challenge the
values of grassroots movements and activist organizations.

Despite the challenges formal and informal organizations must
overcome in their data work, civic data collection presents a po-
tential productive site of community engagement [30, 42, 47, 69].
Lindley et al. encourage civic participation in a neighborhood by
collecting data through multiple voting technologies in the home,
on the street, and at their o�ce, �nding that participants interpreted
results as indicating �homogeneity� in the community, perceiving
a kind of sameness between them and their neighbors [47]. Story-
telling, and dialog in particular, may provide meaningful forms of
civic engagement centered around local data [30, 42]. A sense of
place may also be important in organizing communities around

data. Taylor et al. emphasize the connection between data and place
in a project that explores the physicality of data moving through
a community [69]. We build on research speaking to the potential
use of data in community building and support by examining how
data work supports the work of a community-driven organization.

This project revolves around a collaboration with an organi-
zation that does not �t neatly into public, private, or nonpro�t
sectors but can best be described as ahybrid organization, one with
funding from di�erent sources and competing institutional logics
[2, 22, 41, 58, 65]. Hybridity arises in organizations that simulta-
neously pursue "�nancial stability and social purpose," requiring
strategies such as compromising, avoiding, defying, and manipulat-
ing to negotiate competing external demands [22, 40, 57]. Hybrid
organizations are understudied [41,65], and there is a limited under-
standing of the role of data in hybrid organizations beyond the use
of key performance indicators [1]. Considering the tensions that
emerge at the intersection of public, private, and nonpro�t institu-
tional logics, situating our analysis within a hybrid organization
provides a unique opportunity to examine how these tensions play
out in sociotechnical systems that support data practices. These
insights are necessary to enable us to build systems that support
data work in the context of institutional tensions, which remain
unaddressed despite being common in hybrid organizations and
cross-sector collaborations. Building on the existing understanding
of data work in resource-constrained organizations like municipal
government, non-pro�ts, and counter-institutions, this work con-
tributes an account of data practice in an organization that does
not �t neatly into these categories.

3 FOOD ASSISTANCE FROM A HYBRID
ORGANIZATION

This work revolves around an 11 month collaboration with a cabinet-
level o�ce in municipal government that served immigrants in an
urban city in the Southern United States. The organization was
made up of �ve full time sta� and nine community navigators, resi-
dents who were hired part-time to assist with various initiatives.
Immigrant A�airs was established in 2015 to �create a connected,
inclusive community� that a�orded all city residents �equal opportu-
nities and meaningfully engage in civic life, regardless of language
or country of origin.� Because of the vulnerability of the population
they served, we have elected to keep the organization and the city
anonymous.

Despite operating within municipal city government, Immigrant
A�airs often functioned as a non-pro�t. O�cially termed The
Mayor's O�ce of Immigrant A�airs, they represented the agenda of
the current city mayor, a position which required them to re-justify
their work at the end of every four-year election cycle to align with
the priorities of the incoming mayor. Despite operating on behalf of
the city, the organization's funding structure more closely aligned
with that of a nonpro�t, requiring sta� to piece together city, state,
and federal funding as well as funding from various grants. The
piecemeal funding required the organization to adapt to whatever
resources were available at any given time. Immigrant A�airs was
forced to discontinue regular food distributions at some sites when
the funding agreement supporting that speci�c location ended. The
organization would also postpone distributions by hours or days
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based on sta� resources, adjust the amount of food distributed to
each family based on what food was on site on that day, or o�er
non-food items on occasion like clothing, diapers, books or baby
formula when those items were donated to the organization. The
inconsistency in services re�ected the uncertain nature of funding
for the organization.

The COVID-19 pandemic transformed Immigrant A�airs, exac-
erbating many existing issues in the community including food
insecurity, employment, and a�ordable housing. A small sta� that,
pre-pandemic, had worked with 100 people annually, found them-
selves serving 5000 people annually through a global health crisis.
The exacerbated needs in the community prompted the set up of
new direct services, including an extremely successful food assis-
tance program which constituted the majority of the organizations
interactions with community members during the time of our col-
laboration.

The central piece of our partner's food assistance program was
food distribution events. The program was designed to bring food
directly to residents in need by hosting food pick-up in the neigh-
borhoods where immigrant families lived. The food distributions
allowed the organization to provide direct assistance for immediate
needs in the community, but they also became an opportunity to
reach new residents, establish trust, refer families to additional
resources, and to speak one-on-one with residents on a regular
basis. Sta� viewed food distribution as an e�ective way to build
relationships that enhanced capacity in the community to navigate
a system of resources that is often opaque and can be particularly
di�cult for immigrant families to take advantage of. We build on
previous work calling for the democratization of food systems [63]
by naming food as a site of political action and posing the work of
providing food as one of providing care.

4 METHODS
In order to better understand the data practices of a mission-driven
hybrid organization delivering social services within a Southeast-
ern city, we deployed a qualitative approach that utilized ethno-
graphic �eldwork practices and focused semi-structured interviews
with key informants among organization sta�. Over 11 months,
we engaged in 28 hours of �eld work, observing procedures and
interactions between sta� and community members at food distri-
butions. We chose food distributions as the site of ethnographic
work because it was the predominant site of data collection in
the organization and provided a visible aspect of the organiza-
tion's data work. Observational data was recorded as abbreviated
notes or jottings that were later used to construct full descriptive
�eld notes [28]. In addition to �eldwork, we conducted a series
of semi-structured interviews and one focus group with six sta�
members. Three semi-structured interviews were conducted with
individual full-time sta� members who played diverse roles in the
collection, management, and use of data in the organization. In-
terviews were aimed at uncovering detail about aspects of data
practice that were not observable at food distributions, including
the work of managing, analyzing, and using data, the development
of data practices over time, and sta�'s perception of the role of
data in the organization. Additionally, we conducted a focus group
with three participants: one full time sta� member, one community

navigator, and one intern. We chose to host this session as a focus
group rather than an interview based on the recommendation from
Immigrant A�airs to overcome a language barrier between the �rst
author and some members of the sta�. The focus group allowed
us to hear from members of the organization we would not have
heard from otherwise. Because the study aimed to understand the
work of data practice in the organization, we chose to focus on
experiences and perspectives within Immigrant A�airs and not the
experience of the residents who were provided with food assistance.
Additionally, by focusing on sta� instead of residents, we avoided
increasing barriers to access or undermining the trust developed
between Immigrant A�airs and neighborhood residents receiving
emergency food assistance during a crisis. Directly questioning
residents about the data they were asked to share risked creating
unease around data sharing and developing distrust in sta�.

We used an inductive thematic analysis to analyze �eld notes
and interview transcripts with the goal of producing a rich descrip-
tion of the organization's data practices [10]. Our initial analysis
resulted in six themes: limitations of organization, community con-
text, interface, actions taken, seams and mismatch, and organization
goals. The �rst author also carefully memoed to record personal re-
actions to the data as the inductive coding analysis was performed.
Informed by initial themes, memos, and conversations among the
authors, we refactored our analysis to better capture the design
decisions that were made in the data system to connect with and
protect residents. The six themes developed in our initial analysis
indicated factors that in�uenced the design of the organization's
data practice, includingresource constraints, community context,
organizational goals, andexternal goals. Additionally, the memoing
process highlighted the level of care and intention taken to protect
vulnerable populations, these characteristics stood out as a foun-
dational point of their data practice. At this point in the analysis,
we returned to the literature around several di�erent points of con-
nection including theoretical work on care [50, 72, 75], seams in
knowledge practice [77], the politics of measurement [60] and schol-
arship looking at alternative food networks [63]. This existing body
of work informed a �nal iteration of analysis on the rationale be-
hind and impact of speci�c features of the data system. Connecting
the conversation to care allowed the authors to identify key features
of the sociotechnical system that characterized Immigrant A�airs'
data practice and embodied an ethic of care, including a procedural
attention to individual needs and resistance to over-collecting data
about vulnerable populations.

5 THE WHAT AND HOW OF CAREFUL DATA
PRACTICES

The technological tools and social practices developed by Immi-
grant A�airs constituted acareful data practice. By this we mean
a unique data practice that embodied an ethic of care by center-
ing interpersonal relationships and displaying virtues associated
with care, including attentiveness, responsibility, competence, re-
sponsiveness, and solidarity [32, 75]. While sta� did not explicitly
characterize their data practice as "care", their emphasis on building
and maintaining "trust" (P2, P3, P4) with community members, "pro-
tecting" (P1) vulnerable populations, and providing needed material
resources (P1, P3) nonetheless presents an orientation to care as
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de�ned by Tronto and other ethics of care scholars [32, 75]. Our
observations in the �eld and conversations with sta� revealed three
main activities that shaped careful data practice in the organization:
choosing what to measure, collecting data in the �eld, andusing data
to provide care. Within these activities, we unpack careful data work
in a mission-driven hybrid organization with attention to data prac-
tices that prioritize relationships, protect vulnerable populations,
re�ect ongoing tinkering, support individualized care, and balance
short term needs with long term structural change.

5.1 Choosing What to Measure
I'm placing two packages of �cheesy taco skillet� into
an empty box held in the hands of a resident when P3
catches my attention. She is standing o� to the side with
a woman wearing a �tted �owery dress. The woman
holds her phone near P3's ear. She is part way through
the intake form protocol, asking for an estimated in-
come. There's a woman on speakerphone, I can hear her
talking through the phone, though I can't hear how she
is answering P3's questions. When P3 asks whether the
speakerphone person is married or single, there's a loud
laugh out of the speaker along with a response that is
unintelligible from this distance. P3 tells the woman not
to worry, she will record �unknown� as a response to
that question. August 2022.

There were representatives from CORE at the distribu-
tion today o�ering healthcare services and vaccinations
against COVID-19. P1 tells me that this is the �rst time
CORE has been at a food distribution event but he has
been working for weeks to build foundations by telling
people about the services they provide and handing out
�yers about the organization. He says it takes a lot of
time to build trust like that and get the community
aware of what kind of services there are. November
2021.

Immigrant A�airs carefully and iteratively crafted data collection
instruments that collected essential information while de�ning
success through relationships, aligning with funder information
needs, and protecting residents through non-collection. The data
system utilized two main survey instruments, the intake form and
the assistance record. The intake form recorded basic demographic
information, including resident name, birth date, household size,
income, primary language, country of origin, impacts of COVID,
and neighborhood. Data collected on the intake form allowed the
organization to characterize the communities they work with and
to measure the impact of provided services within subsets of the
community. The intake form was supplemented by the assistance
record, which tracked the services Immigrant A�airs provided resi-
dents over time. The assistance record documented the name of the
food provider(s) sponsoring a food distribution along with other
services such as providing vaccinations, baby formula or diapers,
or legal advice.

The data collected at food distributions re�ected choices our
partner organization made about what to measure that de�ned
success through relationships, enacting an ethic of care [26, 32, 38].
The majority of data collected by Immigrant A�airs was aimed

at tracking the number of people served. This metric was used to
measure the organization's impact and to justify continued funding
for their services, a necessity given the increase in data-driven deci-
sion making [6, 37]. The decision to measure the number of people
served reinforced the primary goal of food distributions, to cre-
ate an opportunity for face-to-face interaction between Immigrant
A�airs and residents to build relationships with the community.

By structuring and evaluating their work through direct interac-
tions in the community, Immigrant A�airs de�ned success through
the lens of relationships, embodying an ethic of care [32]. Metrics
describing the number of people served were augmented by in-
cluding a measurement of household size on the intake form. By
including this metric, the organization looked beyond their relation-
ship with an individual resident and demonstrated an awareness of
the relationships within the community � how individual residents
are connected to their families and support systems. Again, this
remains aligned with a feminist ethic of care that poses ethical sys-
tems around human relationships [26, 32, 38]. The organization's
data practices created a sociotechnical system that helped them
build relationships and measure connections in the community. The
value Immigrant A�airs placed on relationships with community
members was embodied in their data practices by choosing success
metrics that highlighted personal connections.

Immigrant A�airs was so e�ective at building relationships with
immigrant families that their access to the community was the basis
of frequent collaborations with other mission-driven organizations
that sourced food, provided healthcare services, and engaged in
advocacy work. As with their partnership with Community Or-
ganized Relief E�ort (CORE) to o�er COVID-19 vaccinations at
food distribution sites, these organizations provided services that
would bene�t immigrant communities but struggled to reach a
vulnerable population that is often wary of service providers. Sta�
at Immigrant A�airs understood the trust they had developed with
the community to be an important but fragile aspect of their work
because it allowed them to either facilitate or encourage community
members to access essential services. That trust is an important
aspect of Tronto's notion of caring with, an aspect of the ethical
quality of solidarity required in the context of democratic values
like justice, equality, and freedom [75].

While tracking the number of people served addressed the orga-
nization's central goals, other data points were collected to establish
alignment with external partners. The intake form incorporated the
information needs of external funding sources, which sometimes
required the collection of speci�c information that may or may
not have aligned with the organization's information priorities. For
example, a signi�cant source of funding came from a grant aimed
at supporting victims of crime. Their �nancial support necessitated
a record of when residents disclosed that they have been a victim of
crime, an experience that might have come up when the residents
spoke one-on-one with the community navigators during food dis-
tributions. By recording when people reported crime, Immigrant
A�airs aligned the gap between their own data practice and the data
needs of external funders in a way that allowed them to continue
receiving funding that provided care for community members.

Despite aligning the intake form with the victims of crime grant
information needs, the organization maintained a misalignment
between data collection and crime reporting. When crimes were
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