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Executive summary 
The Digital Technologies Connecting Communities (DTCC) project (http://dtcc.yolasite.com) is aimed at 
discovering how different types of communities (e.g. virtual, collocated, distributed) use and adapt ICT to 
support their activities. As part of that process, this literature review presents the current thinking in this 
area from a range of studies. The aims of the review are to analyse the literature of both community and 
online groups usage of digital technologies, to formulate the questions for both a subsequent survey and 
set of case studies for the project, and finally to formulate recommendations for groups from the literature 
that can feed into the projects other results. The ultimate aim of the DTCC project is to generate guidelines 
for community groups to follow with regard to their use of digital technologies.  
 
The review finds that the unique characteristics or attributes of online groups can have an affect on the 
type of technology most suitable for them. From the case study examples, the review highlights how 
careful consideration is required when formulating group outputs, how important it is to validate the 
reliability of information coming in from group members, how to manage the balance between the positive 
and negative effects of using digital technologies and also the balance of ‘social capital’ between online and 
offline interaction. 
 
The review also discusses some of the barriers that digital technologies can produce such as grounding, 
costs, training, distractions, reliability and accessibility. How groups assess and try to overcome these 
barriers can affect their ability to achieve their goals effectively. 
 
Finally, the review highlights four key recommendations for community groups to consider. Firstly, 
‘knowledge’ – how their unique characteristics can affect both the selection and usage of digital 
technologies. Secondly, ‘operation’ – how flexibility and a willingness to experiment with technologies can 
bring benefits. Thirdly, ‘costs’ – groups need to be aware of the costs of using digital technologies both in 
terms of training and time and try to exploit all of the free options available. And finally ‘output’ – groups 
need to carefully consider both the format of their outputs and the strategy they employ to disseminate 
them to their intended audiences. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

http://dtcc.yolasite.com/
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1. Introduction   

1.1 Background and research context 
The extent to which different types of communities (e.g. virtual, collocated or distributed) use and adapt 
ICT to support their activities is largely unknown, especially with the rapid adoption of social and mobile 
computing. For example, digital technology may be used to create and maintain communities of likeminded 
people, support face-to-face interaction, or generate information and inform others of group and individual 
activities. Clearly, communities must use both the type and level of technology most appropriate for their 
membership, which offers appropriate levels of functionality, and enables the achievement of their 
intended goals. The knowledge of how communities use technology will be of increasing importance as 
community groups take on a larger role in the Big Society.   
 
To address this issue, the ‘Digital Technologies Connecting Communities’ project (DTCC) will address the 
needs of just one group of communities i.e. those that are working to achieve a common goal. In targeting 
this sector, it is hoped to bring maximum benefit to connected communities by understanding how they 
select and use digital technologies to support their aims, what barriers they face in selecting and using 
digital technology and in disseminating their results in digital form to other interested communities and 
decision-making bodies, and what their requirements are for future systems. In order to frame the aims of 
the review, the possible stages that a group using digital technologies to support its aims might go through 
are suggested below: 
 

1. The group forms around a common goal, aim or mission, 
2. They begin to organize themselves internally, 
3. They select and begin using different technologies, 
4. Possibly they connect with/or learn from other groups or communities, 
5. They may face barriers or problems in relation to the selected technologies, 
6. They disseminate (in a variety if ways) in digital format their outputs to their intended audience(s), 
7. They reflect on the outcomes and if successful continue (or perhaps cease functioning for a single 

issue campaign). If unsuccessful they may restart from an earlier point (perhaps with a redefined 
aim/goal, different technologies or even merging with other groups). 

 
From this sketch of a group lifecycle, the interest lies in the role digital technologies play in: 
  

 Group formation 

 Internal organization 

 Technology selection and usage 

 Connecting and communicating (with other groups) 

 Solving (technical problems and barriers) 

 Disseminating (outputs to intended audiences) 

 Reviewing (the technical needs of the group for the future) 
 
Therefore, the key is trying to understand the role that digital technologies play in supporting these 
activities in all of these stages, and the main question being addressed is: 
 
‘How have different types of communities/groups (virtual, collocated, distributed) used and adapted digital 
technologies to support their activities?’ 
 
This report presents a state of the art literature review of current thinking in this area. It highlights how 
groups use digital technologies to support their aims, and also discusses the degree to which some decision 
makers have incorporated such technologies as part of their normal working routine. 

1.2 Terminology 
This section presents brief explanations of some of the terminology used in the report. 
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Online Community 
A group of people that share a common interest and who communicate through a virtual space supported 
by computer-mediated communications with the following conditions:  

1. A minimum level of interactivity, 
2. A variety of communicators, and  
3. A minimum level of sustained membership. (Hunter & Stockdale, 2009) 

 
ICT / digital technologies 
The terms ICT (Internet and communication technologies) and digital technologies are used 
interchangeably in the literature. They both refer to a wide range of technologies in various formats, for 
example (but not limited to): 
 
 

 Text-based (websites, email, blogs, twitter, newsletters, wikis etc) 

 Video-based (YouTube, films, television, video displays etc) 

 Audio-based (live-chat, VOIP, telephone, podcasting etc) 

 Integrated systems (Facebook, Ning, Google/Yahoo groups, LinkedIn etc) 
 
CMC 
CMC stands for ‘Computer Mediated Communication’ and is defined as ‘as any communicative transaction 
that occurs through the use of two or more networked computers’ (Wikipedia). 
 

1.3 Scope  
As mentioned in the introduction, this review is interested in just one group of communities i.e. those who 
are working to achieve a common goal. So for example the aim or goal might be to influence decision 
makers, raise awareness on an issue, run a campaign or support advocacy. This is in contrast to a 
community of practice that just shares information internally amongst its members.  

2. Aims of the review  
 
This review has the following aims: 
 

1. To analyse the literature of both community and online groups usage of digital technologies in 
order to see what previous studies have been carried out and the conclusions made so far 

2. To help formulate the questions for both a subsequent survey and set of case studies for the 
project 

3. To formulate recommendations for groups from the literature that can feed into the projects other 
results. The ultimate aim of the project is to generate guidelines for community groups to follow 
with regard to their use of digital technologies.  

3. Methodology 
Relevant papers from both journal and conference proceedings were accessed from the following sources: 
 

 Via the Coventry University library website: 
http://wwwm.coventry.ac.uk/Library/Pages/Library.aspx 

 Citeseer: www.citeseer.com 

 Google Scholar: http://scholar.google.co.uk/ 

 And other online resources and relevant texts and books.  
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 Papers relevant to decision makers were sourced from journals such as the ‘Hansard Society’ and 
‘Parliamentary Affairs’. 

 
Colleagues and fellow academics were also asked to suggest relevant literature. These were then used to 
source further background reading and information. 

4. Review 
The review is organized as follows. Firstly, example taxonomies of online communities are outlined to 
highlight different views on the attributes by which varying communities can be compared. Then, 
summaries of example case studies in various genres are presented, which focus on the roles that digital 
technologies played. Following this, we highlight studies looking at some specific technologies that 
community groups have used. Then we present some findings from studies of how decision makers have 
adopted digital technologies a part of their work practices. Finally, we present a discussion section that 
summarizes the findings in relation to the aims we have outlined in section two. 

4.1 Example characteristics of online groups 
 
In this section, example characteristics of online communities from the literature are presented. The 
reasoning for this is to investigate any relationship between technology usage and the characteristics of the 
groups that use them. So for example, a group that has a key characteristic of ‘value’ may have different 
technological requirements than one that has one of ‘transparency’.   
 
At a lower level of granularity, it is possible to characterise groups as shown in Table 1 below: 
 

Table 1. Generic distinctions between groups 

Geographical distinction Comparative distinction Type distinction 

Local group e.g. new 
playground or school 

Academic vs non-academic Ethnic groups 

National group e.g. fox-
hunting 

Rural vs urban Intellectual groups 

International group e.g. 
amnesty international 

Commercial vs non-
commercial 

Illness support groups 

 Small vs large Special interest groups 

 
 
So we could differentiate groups using a geographical distinction, at a local, national or international level. 
Or, we could use a comparative distinction, for example rural groups versus urban groups or academic 
versus non-academic. A final example could be groups characterised by their type, e.g. special interest or 
professional groups. Although these examples provide some basic distinctions that could help to ensure 
adequate coverage might be obtained in any study, they do not address some of the other more subtle 
characteristics such as, for example, level of success, technological leaning or rate of expansion.  
 
From the literature, we can see a range of attributes and characteristics of online groups and communities. 
For example, Lazar & Preece (1998) proposed that different research methods could be appropriated to 
study online communities based upon the groups key characteristics:  
 

 Their attributes,  

 Supporting software,  

 Their relationship to physical communities, and  

 The sociological concept of ‘boundedness’ 
 
They explain how attributes may include things such as a shared goal or interest that provides the reason 



Page 7 of 29 

for being a part of the community or social conventions, language, or protocols (Whittaker, Isaacs, and 
O’Day, 1997). Supporting software could be list-servers, bulletin boards or newsgroups. Their relationship 
to a physical community could be either those that are based on physical communities, those that are 
somewhat based on physical communities, and those that are not related to any physical communities 
(Aoki, 1994). Finally, the attribute of ‘boundedness’ describes how many social relationships remain within 
the defined population of a group or community (Wellman, 1997). Here, technology is just one of the 
characteristics of a community, described as supporting the activities/goals that the groups are involved in. 
 
Stanoevaka-Slabeva and Schmid (2001) place more emphasis on the technological aspects of online 
community success by asking; 
 
 “What kind of services should a platform have in order to enable, stimulate and foster community 
building?”  
 
They highlight four types of communities in their typology, namely: 
 

1. Discussion communities, which are dedicated to the exchange of information with reference to a 
defined topic. 

2. Task- and goal-oriented communities, which refer to communities striving to achieve a common 
goal by way of cooperation. 

3. Virtual worlds, which provide a virtual settings of complex worlds as for example galaxies in some 
games or even virtual societies. 

4. Hybrid communities, which can contain several types of communities. 
 
In focusing on the task and goal-oriented communities they suggest community platforms should include: 
 
“Services for knowledge and information sharing, for articulation of intentions, for negotiation of 
obligations and for settlement of the common tasks.”  
 
They suggest platform modules that support participant management (e.g. via a participant database), the 
coordination and control of the sequencing of tasks, a glossary / taxonomy or ontology of common group 
vocabulary and finally modules to support the behavioral rules, roles and processes that take place. They 
claim that the focus on the types of activities that a goal-oriented community would need to support 
provides a better foundation and prospect of success when considering which technologies will support 
which activity. 
 
Other researchers have highlighted how value can be an important characteristic of an online community. 
Mittilä and Mäntymäki (2003) used this when proposing the following framework for online commercial 
communities (see Table 2 below). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 2. Framework of online communities 
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This framework describes how value can be a key characteristic of a business community, as highlighted in 
one dimension of a related taxonomy by Hunter & Stockdale (2009), who also proposed ownership and 
value as key attributes in their taxonomy of online communities. They base their taxonomy on the actions 
taken by participating members of online communities and the needs that are addressed in response to 
these actions (see Table 3 below). 
 

Table 3. Three types of online communities 

Online Community Ownership Value Proposition 

Business sponsored Business Revenue 

Socially constructed Individual or group Personal motivation 

Volunteer oriented Organisation Mixed 

 
 
So for example, the business sponsored community is established for the benefit of an enterprise 
organization, e.g. customer feedback or branding, and the value proposition is in terms of revenue or 
information. In contrast the socially constructed community is established for the benefit of a group and 
their personal motivation is the value proposition.  The technological considerations arise from the services 
that need to be offered in order to support the return of the value proposition, for example either through 
discussion forums, chat or question and answer sessions etc. 
 
Porter (2004) proposes five key attributes or characteristics of communities:  
 
The Five Ps of Virtual Communities  

1. Purpose (Content of Interaction). This attribute describes the specific focus of discourse, or focal 
content of communication, among community members.  

2. Place (Extent of Technology Mediation of Interaction). This attribute defines the location of 
interaction, where interaction occurs either completely virtually or only partially virtually.  

3. Platform (Design of Interaction). This attribute refers to the technical design of interaction in the 
virtual community, where designs enable synchronous communication, asynchronous 
communication or both.  

4. Population (Pattern of Interaction). This attribute refers to the pattern of interaction among 
community members as described by group structure (e.g. small group or network) and type of 
social ties (e.g. strong, weak, stressful).  

5. Profit Model (Return on Interaction). This attribute refers to whether a community creates tangible 
economic value where value is defined as revenue-generation.  
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This typology provides a way to consider relationship between the purpose (goal), place (level of digital 
technology use) and platform (specific technologies used). 
 
In contrast  to Mittilä and Mäntymäki, Arrasvuori, Lehikoinen, Ollila & Uusitalo (2008) proposed that 
participation is at the heart of online communities, as illustrated in their model shown in Figure 1 below. 
 
 
 

Figure 1. Key elements of an online community 
 

 

 
Participation, they argue, involves both the digital content of the community (e.g. text, audio, video, files 
artifacts etc), and the people with whom types of participation (e.g. observing, conversing, sharing etc) 
takes place. They further that participation is also influenced and regulated by factors such as policy, 
privacy, trust, member roles and motivation. According to the model, the technological basis of an online 
community is the community service and external tools, which features are used by members for 
participating to the community.  
 
Additionally, the level of participation can be based on the amount of trust that an individual has about the 
group and its members. The issue of trust is raised by Lai and Turban (2008), where they suggest Coleman’s 
social theory (see Coleman, 1990) to explain how trust is both at the ‘macro’ (i.e. by the corporate actor 
who designed the site) level and the ‘micro’ level (i.e. the micro-groups formed by the users). A social-
networking site is described by Coleman as a ‘constructed social organization’, where trust of the system by 
the users, and of the users by the system produces a mutually contributing system. 
 
Plant (2004) suggests that a three dimensional approach to classifying online communities is more 
appropriate, as shown in Figure 2 below. 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2. Three dimensions to classify online communities 
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The dimensions suggested are: 
 
1. Degree of community regulation – either unregulated by a facilitator or rules of conduct or vice-versa 
2. Degree to which the community is open – open to anyone, or private member only, and 
3. Degree of for-profit community activity – either in existence to generate profit or vice-versa. 
 
Each community can have a place on each of the dimensions, so for example the Ebay community might 
typify a ‘for-profit regulated community’. In contrast, an education support group might typify a ‘not-for-
profit, open and regulated community’. Plant argues that how groups and online communities view 
themselves will dictate the types of technologies they will need to support that view, and any move 
towards a different categorization may also entail a move to different forms of technology. 
 

4.2. Case Studies 
 
The purpose of this section is to introduce example case studies where groups or communities have 
employed digital technologies in order to support their goals.  

4.2.1 Supporting advocacy through Digital Story Telling 
 
One aim of community groups is to use digital storytelling to support advocacy. Tacchi (2006) reports on an 
example of this within the ‘Finding a Voice’ project in India that explores new forms of community access, 
incorporating new digital technologies, emphasizing on content creation at the community level. In one 
example, a community member can use the technologies to create a two-minute personal ‘digital story’ 
using computers, video, personal photos and sound, alongside a small script. This story can then be 
distributed either via web streaming, DVD or other means. Tacchi points out that although the digital 
technologies support the ‘story telling’ process, a way for an individual or group to express their views or 
problems, the only outstanding issue is who will actually listen to that story. This highlights the importance 
of communities being aware of the format and strategies involved in the distribution of their messages so 
that the appropriate audiences are reached. 

4.2.2 Emergency planning 
One critical goal for some community groups is to help save lives. Palen, Hiltz & Liu (2007) report on the use 
of online forums and mobile technologies for grassroots participation in emergency preparedness and 
response. They give examples from disasters such as hurricane Katrina, south Californian wildfires or avian 
flu preparation where concerned citizens could share real-time information on the current situation via 
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online forums and websites. Although real-time updates of current situations can be useful information 
sources, there are also potential problems with such systems. These include difficulties in coordinating with 
civic officials, validating the reliability of information, privacy of information and the possibility of loss of 
Internet access.  They highlight the requirement to design systems that support the inclusion of citizen-
generated information in a usable, reliable and applicable way. 
 

4.2.3 Health 
Barak, Boniel-Nissim & Suler (2008) present a review of both qualitative and quantitative studies looking at 
the effectiveness of online support groups in helping people cope with respective health problems. They 
highlight how online support groups helped to foster non-specific personal impacts such as well-being, a 
sense of control, feelings of independence and social interactions. However, there were potential costs 
including distancing from in-person contacts and exposure to unpleasant online experiences such as 
flaming. 

Potts (2005) also discusses the advantages and disadvantages of online support groups (OSG) in supporting 
health related issues. He notes that although OSGs can offer more specific information not always found in 
face-to-face groups, the issue of disinhibition is a two-edged sword (cf. Joinson, 1998). So although OSGs 
offer a means by which people can express themselves freely (and often discussing delicate health-related 
issues), the disinhibition can also lead to flaming and spamming. 

Boulos & Wheeler (2007) report on the emergence of Web 2.0 social software for health and health care 
education. Apart from discussing how a range of Web 2.0 technologies such as wikis, blogs, RSS and social 
networking can support health education and support, they also highlight the growing need for information 
from patients and carers from health care providers. This need can be met in a variety of ways, other than 
the traditional face-to-face exchanges at appointments. The process of interacting and exchanging 
information with other patients provides both the social support and more critically emotional support that 
patients often need to help them recover. 

4.2.4 Politics 
The political arena offers a rich vein of literature and case studies, especially with regard to studies 
involving the use of ICTs in political activism. For example, 
Pickerill (2003), in her book ‘Cyberprotest: Environmental Activism Online’ presents a detailed analysis of 
radical CMC based activism in the UK. It explores the context, tensions and outcomes of environmentalists' 
use of the Internet and CMC technologies. Pickerill builds on the three components of social movements 
that CMC has advanced, namely: mobilization, organization and supporting multiple simultaneous activities 
(cf. Castells, 2001). The book describes the slow integration process that CMC technologies have followed, 
with groups continuously asking themselves how they can use and to control them. The answer is often 
linked to how they either support or hinder their respective aims and goals. CMC technologies, she points 
out, have a set of constraints, so that although they enable so many activities to occur (working for the 
group) they can also have negative consequences (in terms of environmental damage and authority based 
surveillance). For environmentalists (at least) the use of CMC technologies has not been at the expense of 
off-line activity. Rather the opposite is true, basing on-line activity in those off-line is a fundamental 
concern. Those off-line activities have been both local and global, with CMC helping the mobilization to 
both sets. CMC, she argues provides the means with which smaller grass-roots activists can compete with 
larger centralized NGOs; therefore adaptability and inventiveness can be more productive than just pure 
resources: thus having an equaling effect. CMC technologies have the attributes of anonymity (to a degree), 
robustness (should one group fall by the wayside) and fluidity for non-hierarchical forms of organization. 
Collective action for these groups has firstly been about fulfilling personal needs (or ‘social capital’ see 
Cullen & Sommer, 2010 below) before enacting social change (as a secondary and subsequent tenet). She 
concludes that with the willingness to try new things and the potential for further tactical use of CMC 
technologies can lead to the greatest benefit for these groups. 
 

http://www.informatik.uni-trier.de/~ley/db/indices/a-tree/s/Sommer:Laura.html
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Like Pickerill, Garrett (2006) also presents a review of the literature on social movements and new ICTs. He 
based the review on the framework of McAdam, McCarthy and Zald (1996) in terms of: 
 
1. Mobilization structures  - the ‘mechanisms that enable individuals to organize and engage in collective 
action’ (including): 

 Participation levels 

 Contentious activity 

 Organizational issues 
 
2. Opportunity structures – ‘conditions in the environment that favor social movement activity’, and 
 
3. Framing processes – ‘ strategic attempts to craft, disseminate and contest the language and narratives 
used to describe a movement’. 
 
In terms of mobilization structures, the effect of ICTs on participation levels is addressed by highlighting 
the argument that such technologies make it easier for more people to participate in collective action (i.e. 
through accessibility and low cost (cf. Leizerov, 2000)), promote a collective identity (cf. Arquilla and 
Ronfeldt, 2001) and also through facilitating community creation (cf. Norris, 2004). 
 
Contentious activity includes the use of ICTs to rapidly recycle news regarding past political activity and 
protests, which can lead to inaccurate information being spread, and also being verified using the same 
mediums. Other activity includes the rapid mobilization of supporters for street based protests or through 
the ICTs themselves with letter /email protests and twitter campaigns. 
 
Organizational issues include the move away from rigid hierarchical structures of social movements to 
more fluid and adaptable ones (cf. Arquilla and Ronfeldt, 2001), that some of the groups life-spans maybe 
just for single issues, and that ICTs make collaboration between social movements more easy (cf. Ayres, 
1999). 
 
In terms of opportunity structures, Garrett refers to two claims relating ICTs and opportunity structures. 
Firstly, that ICTs can foster transnational activity (cf. Ayres, 1999) and that ICTs also offer a mode of 
communication that is becoming harder for governments to regulate and control (cf. Kidd, 2003).  
 
Finally, in terms of framing processes, the ability of new ICTs to bypass state controlled mass media means 
that the official view that favours established institutions can be challenged and have the activists views 
accurately represented.  
 
Garrett concludes with some points for further research. Firstly, a clearer understanding of the conditions 
by which political activists adapt and use new technologies can shape the outcomes of their particular 
movements, and secondly, a clearer understanding of the negative consequences of ICTs. 
 
In utilizing the mobilizing structures suggested by Garrett, Mattoni (2008) in her study of the use of ICTs in 
national and transnational mobilizations, found that ICTs played a strong role in the organizational role of a 
protest campaign (in this case it was the Euro Mayday Parade: EMP). The role of ICTs was found to be 
stronger at the transnational level due not only to the physical distance that separated the groups taking 
part in the protest, but also the identification process that included elements such as cultural, political and 
economic differences, only overcome by them all adhering to a more broader banner of the global justice 
movement. 
 
The idea that protest activists can not only take part in activities within their own communities, but also 
those in distance lands, is highlighted by Walgrave, Bennett, Van Laer & Breunig (forthcoming) who discuss 
how individuals can use ICTs to support multiple engagements across diverse protest communities. Their 
multiple surveys (done in 2003, 2006 and 2007 across both stable and varying types of protests and 
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locations). They highlight how activists can use ICTs to overlap the movements they are involved in 
simultaneously.  
 
In discussing the organization and communication of global activism, Bennett (forthcoming) outlines four 
generalizations where ICT technologies are either a principal factor or a background element: 
 

1) Permanent campaigns: with a move away from centralized organizations and NGOs, campaigns are 
more often run themselves and provide the structures required to network groups and individuals 

2) Communication in diverse networks is ideologically thin: campaigns transmit political messages 
with relatively little ideological elaboration 

3) Internet use can affect the organization of global activist networks: organizations can be 
transformed by inter-networks as they take on new functions and partnerships 

4) New media can later information flows through mass media: use of micro-media (email, lists) and 
middle media Internet channels (blogs, organization sites, e-zines) offers independence from mass 
media and can be more effective than civil disobedience that can be framed negatively by the 
mainstream news. 

 
Bennett also highlights how face-to-face communication still plays a central role in organizing activism, 
citing examples from the WTO protests and how the majorities of people who turn out for demonstrations 
are locals. ICTs and communication technologies offer much more than just cheap forms of communication. 
Its fluidity and myriad levels offers both the organizational background for groups but can also alter the 
way the groups themselves adapt and use those technologies. 
 
Kavanaugh,  Zin, Schmitz, Rosson, Kim & Carroll (2009) also highlight how people who affiliate with multiple 
groups play a more active role in organizing face-to-face meetings, sharing information and leading group 
activities. They term these people ‘Bridges’ and in their study of Internet use of voluntary associations, they 
point out how ICTs make it easier for people to take on the leadership responsibilities and the survival and 
strength of the group. Again, hand-in-hand with the use of ICTs was an increased frequency of face-to-face 
interactions, especially amongst opinion leaders. 
 
In comparing the motivations, behavior and satisfaction of online and offline groups involved in political 
activity, Cullen & Sommer (2010) highlighted that in their study, the online groups were slightly less 
satisfied with their participation than the offline ones. In their survey of both groups, they presented 
evidence to suggest that the value of the group as a social entity, the quality of discussion and exchange of 
information seemed to be stronger amongst offline groups than online. A key attribute of ‘social capital’ 
defined as ‘the value an individual gains from participating in social activities and networks’ (cf. Putnam, 
2000) seemed to be stronger in offline groups. 
 

4.3 Example use of digital technologies 
In this section we present literature and research that focus on specific technologies that groups have used 
to support their aims and goals.  With relation to studies of how groups use technologies, it should be 
noted that according to Joyce (2010) two things need to be kept in mind. Firstly, due to the ever-changing 
nature and development of technology, applications, in and of themselves, are ‘poor foundations for the 
study of digital activism’. In other words they are no more important than many other relevant factors. 
Secondly, she notes, the ‘end devices’ used to connect to a network are also constantly changing and 
therefore ‘other factors such as the economic, social and political dimensions also need to be addressed’.  
In other words, the constant changes of hardware and the applications that run on them means that any 
recommendations that stem from studying them might be limited. With this is mind, we first look text-
based technologies. 
 

http://www.informatik.uni-trier.de/~ley/db/indices/a-tree/s/Sommer:Laura.html
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4.3.1 Text-based technologies 
 
In this section we present some example studies that involve text-based technologies that have been 
utilized in both group communication and activity.  
 
Websites 
The use of websites by community groups to share their message and activities has become an ever-
increasing trend. Many groups either build their own website (using an experienced member of the group) 
or use an external consultant to do this work on their behalf. Self-created websites can be constructed with 
relative easy and without any detailed knowledge of html. Sites such as ‘Yola’ (www.yola.com) offer users 
the ability to add text, pictures, video, blogs, and shopping just through drag and drop procedures. 
However, the knowledge by which the website is designed will ultimately be based upon the experience of 
the person doing it. They might have no knowledge of usability basic principles, human computer 
interaction or computer-mediated communication. 
 
There are many sources of information on website creation, but one key attribute is that of building 
dialogic relationships via the Web (Kent and Taylor, 1998). Their five principles they suggest operationalize 
some central relationship theory concepts: 
 
1. Create a dialogic loop. “A dialogic loop allows publics to query organizations and, more importantly, it 
offers organizations the opportunity to respond to questions, concerns and problems” 
 
2.  Ensure that information on the website is useful to all publics. “Information is made available to publics 
not to stifle debate or win their assent, but to allow them to engage an organization in dialogue as an 
informed partner” (p. 328).  
 
3. Websites should include elements that make return visits desirable by the public; e.g. downloadable or 
mailed information, regular online forums, and question and answer sessions with executives or other 
experts. 
 
4. The ease of using the site’s interface, in terms of arrangement and navigation.  
 
5. Conserve visitors. They argued that links should not lead users away from your organization’s site to 
other sites. 
 
Other characteristics of activist organization websites derived by Taylor et al. (2001) fell into six categories: 
ease of interface, usefulness of information to media publics, usefulness of information to volunteer 
publics, conservation of visitors, return visits, and dialogic loop.  
 
SMS (Short Messaging Service) 
Rafael (2003) reports on the use of texting on mobile phone technology in the ‘People Power II’ 
demonstrations in the Philippines, 2001. In this period, the middle-classes used cell phone texting as a 
mobilization tool to organize the masses against the alleged corruption of the then present Joseph Estrada.  
Quotations from many of the demonstrators highlights how central the cell-phone was to this activity: 
 
“The phone is our weapon now,” we hear from an unemployed construction 
worker quoted in a newspaper article. A college student in Manila testified that 
“the power of our cell phones and computers were among the things which lit the 
fuse which set off the second uprising, or People Power Revolution II.” And a 
newspaper columnist advised “would-be foot-soldiers in any future revolution” 
that “as long as your[cell phone] is not low on battery, you are in the groove, in 
a fighting mood.” (ibid, p. 402) 
 

http://www.yola.com/
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Given the poor quality of landlines and the low levels of private Internet access, texting on cell-phone 
seemed the ideal technology by which to mobilize demonstrators to the cause. The low cost and availability 
of texting is highlighted by one Filipino writer who remarked: 
 
“HI! WNA B MY TXT PAL? They’re everywhere! In the malls, the office, school, the MRT [Manila Railroad 
Transit], what-have-you, the cellphone mania’s on the loose! Why, even Manang Fishball [Mrs. Fishball, a 
reference to older working-class women who sell fishballs by the side of the road] is texting! I even asked my 
sisters how important they think they are that they should have cells? Even my nephew in highschool has a 
cell phone. My mom in fact told me that even in his sleep, my brother’s got his cell, and even when they 
have a PLDT [land line] phone in the house, they still use the cell phone.” (ibid. p,404) 
 
People who text are mobile, able to witness events, yet linked to events in other locations. One man 
described the cell-phone as ‘a new limb’. As a mobilization tool, texting is low cost and relatively easy to 
implement. 
 
Sillence and Baber (2004) also report on the successful use of texting, this time as part of an integration 
with web-based interaction in a digital community. In their study of a group following the 2002 World Cup, 
participants were asked to both socialize and compete with each other by claiming goals for randomly 
assigned players and teams. Texting (and group texting) was seen as straight forward, adding to the 
cohesion of the group and providing an extra level of interactivity. 
 
Cullum (2010) outlines the different ways mobile phone technology can be used in relation to digital 
activism: 
 

1. SMS – cheap, quick, easy to gather subscribers, petitions, donations etc 
 

2. Bulk SMS – reach larger numbers (although users may have to sign up) 
 

3. Video and Photo – upload to YouTube instantly and other media outlets 
 

4. Ringtones – users buy ringtones to show support and raise awareness 
 

5. Twitter – real-time updates to followers (if there is network coverage) 
 

6. Location aware Applications – report exact locations using GPS and SMS 
 
Cullum also points out that mobile phones are simply tools that supplement rather than replace the work 
that activists do. 
 
E-Mail 
Oostveen (2010) reported on an interesting study of how the public used email to communicate and 
interact with campaigners (this is of course, normally the other way around). Email is normally an easy, low 
cost way of raising support for a particular issue. In this study, emails sent by what Oostveen terms ‘weak 
supporters’ and opponents to activists were studied, to see if they influenced both the tactics and 
outcomes of their campaign (in this case a single issue campaign that dealt with electronic voting).  Figure 3 
below shows the reasons why the emails from the public were sent. 
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Figure 3. Nine reasons why weak supporters and opponents sent emails (ibid, p.13) 
 
 

 Content of emails Frequency Percent Effort 

1 Information provision 643 42.4 Medium 

2 Fan mail 336 22.8 Low 

3 Information request 175 11.5 Low 

4 Discussion/Solutions 151 10 High 

5 Strategy input 103 6.8 High 

6 Volunteers 67 4.4 Medium - High 

7 Complaints 62 4.1 Low 

8 Off topic 57 3.8 Low 

9 Opposition 28 1.8 Low 

 
A lot of the emails received  (fan mail and information request) were asking for more information, or 
offering support for the campaign. The high effort emails received (approximately 19% of the total) were 
deemed ‘high effort’, and were extensive emails offering practical help, solutions and help. Thus they 
required more time, money and action to respond to accordingly. Email was mostly used for ‘information 
provision’ i.e. interesting anecdotes of voting machine usage, and even emails from politicians listing the 
questions they had submitted to local government. These ‘micro-contributions’ from weak-supporters 
were very beneficial to the campaign as they: 
 

 Helped to clarify the aims of the campaign through repeatedly answering the same questions 
 

 Improved the campaign website with new and updated information 
 

 Validated the campaign tactics with input 
 

 Made the activists appear open and appreciative of input 
 

 When this single-issue campaign was eventually successful, these weak-supporters were 
strengthened in their belief that they can make a change. 

 
 
Blogs 
Blogs (or weblogs) allow users to share and express their opinions and post real-time comments on a wide 
range of subjects. Blogs are useful for keeping people up-to-date with activities and can also be integrated 
into existing websites. Their informal style and synchronous characteristics (if commenting is allowed) 
means that readers can also provide feedback and input into the topic. They normally use content 
management systems to do this, such as Wordpress for example. The number of blogs has increased 
dramatically in recent years, even though the number of readers for each blog is relatively low compared to 
other media outlets. However, the influence of blogs in achieving a groups goals is not clear. For example, 
in relating blogs to political influence, Farrell and Drenze (2008) ask: ‘Why do blogs sometimes have real 
political consequences, given the relatively low number of blog readers in the overall population?’ They 
suggest that, 
 
‘Blogs may frame political debates and create focal points for the media as a whole. Because certain 
opinion-makers within the media take blogs seriously, they can have a much wider impact on politics.’ 
 



Page 17 of 29 

They also conclude that more research is required to ascertain the influence of blogs especially in the areas 
of mobilization and fundraising. 
 

4.3.4 Integrated systems 
Hall, Nousala & Best (2010) describe how simple to use and freely available socio-technical tools can be 
applied to support knowledge based community action. They argue that overburdened bureaucrats have 
only limited knowledge of the issues that ‘impact on community members’. Therefore, members of groups 
with issue related knowledge could use these tools to construct meaningful proposals for consideration. 
The authors suggest that, 
 
‘Google Sites (together with other (Google Apps) meets several knowledge management requirements for 
community action groups’ 
 
See Figure 4 below (taken from https://sites.google.com/site/organizingcommunityaction/) 

 
Figure 4. Community action website 

 
 
Some of the key attributes they mention include observation of data and documents, administrative 
functions for new members, and communication coordination and tracking for notifying of any changes.  
The most interesting attribute they highlight is action, where multilayered presentations can be created 
and shown to invited councilors. The notion of asking decision makers to join the groups network and view 
/ monitor group outputs is very interesting in that it is a group deliverable in and of itself. 
 

4.4 Decision makers adoption of digital technologies 
One of the central aims of online groups that use digital technologies is to produce output for their 
intended audiences. As we have highlighted previously (see diagram of matrix) the audience may be 
specific group of people, or perhaps an individual decision maker (such as a Councilor or Member of 
Parliament (MP)) whom they are trying to influence. In this section, we will highlight some of the key points 
relating to how MPs have incorporated the use of digital technologies in the way they carry out their 
duties.  
 
In assessing the adaptation of MPs to new technologies from 1997 to 2005, Allan (2005) highlights some 
key issues. Firstly, the introduction of new IT services is slow compared to, say, a commercial organization, 

https://sites.google.com/site/organizingcommunityaction/
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as Parliament rules dictate that services have to be the same for everyone, and some members can actively 
block its introduction. Secondly, any information they make public via a Parliamentary funded IT service, 
cannot be partisan. It therefore has to be privately funded (and declared as such). Thirdly, sites such as 
FaxYourMP began to monitor response times from MPs who weren’t keen on their performance being 
made public. 
 
Another point Allen raises is that there even though new IT services are possible to introduce, it doesn’t 
necessarily mean they are desirable. If an MP in a reasonably sized constituency can adequately use postal 
mail, face-to-face surgeries (with its’ persuasive value), door-to-door visits and telephone services, then 
why solely rely on IT to do that job? This point is strengthened by the fact that though both e-mail and 
paper mail cost the same to the MP (i.e. nothing) e-mail is more exclusively used for internal 
communication, and paper mail is preferred for external communication with constituents. In summary, 
Allen concludes that for the period of his study, most IT investment has been internal in terms of office 
automation, rather than external facing communication with constituents. 
 
A particular technology that seemed promising for MPs to exploit was blogging (McKenna & Pole, 2008). 
Unlike static websites, most blogs are supposed to be highly interactive, with facilities for readers to leave 
comments and even message each other via widgets on the blogs. Auty (2005) reports on MPs use of 
weblogs and whether they bridge the gap between the MPs and their constituents. She highlighted how 
constituents were more interested in being able to tell an MP what they thought rather than being ‘a 
recipient of politically-generated information’ (cf. Coleman, 2001 p.5). In other words, any technology 
should enable two-way communication rather than pure one-way dissemination. Even though many of the 
MPs in the study were keen to use their blogs to discuss issues both on a local (e.g. the local library or 
superstore) and a national level (e.g. Afghanistan or fox hunting), many were reluctant to engage in a full 
debate with respondents who commented on their blogs. 
 
Ferguson & Griffiths (2006) supported this view with a later study of the Hansard Society’s eDemocracy 
Programme concluding that political blogging was unlikely to foster public deliberation and mutual 
dialogue:  
 
‘Bloggers have congregated around entrenched and static views, rarely stepping into a deliberative 
environment where their views are exposed to experiences, ideas or information that differ from those they 
have generated themselves.’ (ibid, p.373) 
 
They also noted that apart from a few keen bloggers, many MPs did not even write their own blogs (due to 
time constraints), and see little value in having less than 20% of comments coming from their own 
constituents. Some even turned off the commenting function due to the nature of the comments received. 
 
In a more general look at the effect of digital media upon MPs communication with constituents 
(Williamson, 2009), a range of technologies had been utilized but were deemed problematic. For example, 
at the outset (quoting Norton, 2007) he points out that: 
 
‘[MPs use the internet] primarily for the purpose of disseminating material about themselves: what they are 
doing in Parliament and what they are doing for the constituency . . . It is, in essence, an aid for getting re-
elected at the next General Election under the party’s banner.’ 
 
So although the general uptake of digital technologies had increased (especially in terms of e-mail, websites 
and social networking through Facebook), others had not been as popular such as blogging (seen as too 
‘scattergun’) and instant messaging. He concludes: 
 
‘MPs see digital media as largely positive in supporting their communication with constituents. This is 
particularly the case for email and websites but also for the ability to upload rich media, including 
photographs and video. Less valued are tools that can be used for more direct engagement with 



Page 19 of 29 

constituents. This is reflected in the way MPs use digital media; primarily as a tool for communicating to, 
rather than engaging with, constituents. It is equally important to recognize that the Internet supports 
traditional (offline) forms of engagement, communication and campaigning, it does not by and large 
replace them.’ 
 

4.5 Barriers to use of digital technologies 
Having examined some example uses of digital technologies, this section outlines some barriers to their 
use. Barriers could include things such as drawbacks, dangers or points of failure for community groups to 
be aware of. But to begin we outline how the attributes of different media can affect the message being 
sent through the notion of ‘grounding’. 
 

4.5.1 Grounding 
A vitally important construct of successful communication is proposed by Clark and Brennan (1991) in their 
‘Grounding Model’. Clark and Brennan state that grounding is the process of basing groups shared 
understanding upon certain knowledge, and that this common ground is maintained through constantly 
updated collaboration between the participants. Therefore grounding occurs through both the 
presentation and the acceptance of components of a conversation or interaction. Clark and Brennan also 
predict that people should ground with techniques within a medium that leads to the least collaborative 
effort. The effort placed by the participants are constrained by two maxims, namely quantity  - that the 
contribution should not be more informative than is required for the current exchange, and manner – 
avoiding unnecessary complications. 
 
Why some forms of communication were preferred to others may depend on some of the channels 
mentioned by Clark and Brennan (1991). They say that a medium may be affected by constraints that are 
imposed on the communication between two parties. The word constraint is rather negative, as some of 
these constraints such as reviewability and revisability are not necessarily constraining but rather 
affordances within the communication process. 

They list eight of them as follows:  

1. Co-presence (can see the same things),  

2. Visibility (can see each other),  

3. Audibility (can hear each other),  

4. Cotemporality (messages received at the same time as sent),  

5. Simultaneity (can both parties send messages at the same time or do they have to take turns),  

6. Sequentiality (can the turns get out of sequence),  

7. Reviewability (can they review messages, after they have been first received), and  

8. Reviseability (can the producer edit the message privately before sending). 

Therefore, the choice of medium through which to communicate may depend not only upon the preferred 
medium but also the specifics of the task in hand. For example, formulating an important financial business 
plan is not something normally done over the telephone, as there is little reviseability prior to transmission. 
Likewise, trying to remember a complex set of instructions given over the telephone has little reviewability 
as compared to e-mail. 
 
These constraints across various media are further compounded by the costs that they imply. Clark and 
Brennan outline ten costs and they are:  
 

1. Formulation costs (how easy is it to decide exactly what to say),  
2. Production costs (articulating or typing the message),  
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3. Reception costs (listening to or reading the message, including attention and waiting time),  
4. Understanding costs (interpreting the message in context),  
5. Start-up costs (initiating a conversation, including summoning the other partner's attention),  
6. Delay costs (making the receiver wait during formulation),  
7. Asynchrony costs (not being able to tell what is being responded too),  
8. Speaker change costs,  
9. Fault costs, and  
10. Repair costs.  

 
Since different media have different combinations of these constraints and costs, one would expect the 
principle of least collaborative effort to predict different styles of grounding for use in different media. 
Indeed, each medium has specific communicative aspects. Table 4 below gives some examples. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 4. Seven Media and their Associated Constraints. Clark and Brennan (1991) 

Medium Constraints 

Face-to-face Co-presence, visibility, audibility, cotemporality, simultaneity, 
sequentiality 

Telephone Audibility, cotemporality, simultaneity, sequentiality 

Video teleconference Visibility, audibility, cotemporality, simultaneity, sequentiality 

Terminal teleconference Cotemporality, sequentiality, reviewability 

Answering machines Audibility, reviewability 

Electronic mail Reviewability, revisability 

Letters Reviewability, revisability 

 
So for example, voice has the constraints of simultaneity and cotemporality, which are missing from 
electronic mail. Likewise the respective costs of grounding will vary as well. Therefore when a medium lacks 
a particular characteristic, it may force the interlocutors to use alternative grounding techniques, to allow 
for the variation in costs. So for example, where electronic mail lacks cotemporality, the sender does not 
have immediate evidence which state a receiver is in, e.g. received message and understood or received 
message and did not understand. Therefore in a medium such as electronic mail, a receiver’s lack of 
response can be highly ambiguous. Did the recipient not receive the message, did he or she receive it but 
not read it, did he or she read it and choose not to understand, or respond? 
 
So for community groups, the attributes and costs of any chosen technology for both their internal and 
external communication can affect the level of grounding or common understanding that occurs. Likewise, 
the limitation of any filtration system used to send communication will raise the costs involved. Indeed, 
intricate vocal communication with all of its stresses, nuances and aspects cannot be truly replicated by 
either text or voicemail. Limiting the choice of communication medium to that which is available may limit 
what can be communicated in the first place. People cannot collaborate if they cannot communicate 
effectively. Grounding is essential to communication. Once a message has been formulated, assurance is 
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required that it has been received and understood as intended, else there is little assurance that the 
discourse is proceeding in an orderly way. Communication is a coordinated effort, and grounding is means 
of keeping that co-ordination on track. 
 

4.5.2  Technology ‘tensions’ 
O'Donnell, McIver & Rideout (2006) present an analysis from four community organizations that use 
information and communication technologies to produce community media and network with other 
community organizations.  In Figure 5 below they highlight how different technologies compare in terms of 
the ‘tension’ they produce. By tension they refer to the costs, skills and time required to utilize those 
processes and technologies. 
 
Some of the recurring tensions were funding, training, hardware and maintenance (mostly related to 
websites and emailing). Also noted was the fact that community staff members having a range of ICT skills, 
there was a high turnover of staff members, and little evidence of staff training policies. These issues 
prevented the message from the organizations reaching the widest possible audience. 
 

Figure 5. ‘Tension’ across community processes and technologies (ibid, p.7) 
  

"Lower tension" technologies 
(shaded indicates least tension) 

"Higher tension" technologies 
 (shaded indicates most tension) 

 
Brochures - paper 

 
Camcorder 

 
Camera - digital 

 
Email - attachments 

 
Documents - paper 

 
Email - interpersonal 

 
FAX 

 
Email - lists 

 
Newspapers - paper 

 
Postal communication 

 
Newspapers – digital 

 
Telephony - basic 

 
Radio (reception) 

 
Telephony - conference calling 

 
Television (reception) 

 
Telephony - mobile 

 
Video - analogue 

 
Telephony - voice mail 

 
Web - search engines 

 
Video-conferencing 

 
Web - services 

 
Webpage - organizations' 

 
One of the organization’s website was severely out of date and was termed by one participant as 
“pathetic.”  
 
“A staff member explained that website maintenance is not a staff function and nobody in the organization 
has website maintenance skills. Similarly, the Mental Health Organization's website was set up by student 
volunteers from a local college. However, because of a shortage of human resources, keeping the website 
updated has been a problem.” 
 
So far we have highlighted the issues of grounding, financial costs and training (which would also include 
not only the time and expense of the trainer but also the possible steep learning curve for the learner) as 
examples of barriers to consider when using digital technologies. 
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Other potential issues include: 
 
Distractions – new technologies can take up not only large amounts of time in terms of installation and 
training, but also in terms of acting as a distraction away from tasks. 
 
Reliability – not having back-up procedures for when technologies fail can be problematic for groups. 
Issues could include database failures, loss of data, loss of Internet access, webhosting problems etc. 
 
Security & hacking – data on companies and individuals may need to be protected from unauthorized 
access and kept in accordance with any relevant data protection laws. 
 

5. Recommendations  
 
From this review of the literature some practical suggestions for how community groups can deal with 
digital technologies to help them achieve their aims can be outlined. 
 

1. Community groups should list and support their main characteristics 
 
It is important that community groups clearly understanding the goals and aims of the group and their 
specific characteristics that will drive them forward. This can be done in a variety of ways: 
 

 Remember the three questions 
What are your goals? How do things work now? And what resources are available to you? To become 
successful in the adoption of new technology, first and foremost you have to ask the right questions. 
Without them you have little chance of finding a good solution. (Shultz and Junherr, 2010) 
 

 The Five Ps of Virtual Communities  
The examples from the literature exemplify how different characteristics of online groups can lead to 
different emphasis on the role that technologies can play. In these examples, emphasis has been centered 
on: - 
 

1. Level of relationship to a physical community  
2. Value level 
3. Support for participation 
4. Level of regulation and openness 
5. Level of technological usage, type and relation to goals or purpose. 

 
The work of Porter (2004) neatly summarizes these characteristics with the five Ps repeated below: 

1. Purpose (Content of Interaction). This attribute describes the specific focus of discourse, or focal 
content of communication, among community members.  

2. Place (Extent of Technology Mediation of Interaction). This attribute defines the location of 
interaction, where interaction occurs either completely virtually or only partially virtually.  

3. Platform (Design of Interaction). This attribute refers to the technical design of interaction in the 
virtual community, where designs enable synchronous communication, asynchronous 
communication or both.  

4. Population (Pattern of Interaction). This attribute refers to the pattern of interaction among 
community members as described by group structure (e.g. small group or network) and type of 
social ties (e.g. strong, weak, stressful).  

5. Profit Model (Return on Interaction). This attribute refers to whether a community creates tangible 
economic value where value is defined as revenue-generation.  
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Which of these or any other characteristic is most important to a community will influence how the most 
appropriate technologies are selected to support their activities. 
 

 Clear aims make online movements last  
 
• Open narratives and inclusive stories 
• Regular face-to-face meetings and events 
• Short-term and well-defined projects 
• A permanent online space (Kavada, 2010) 
 

2. Using technologies in the right way to maximize the benefits for the group 
 
How community groups use technologies can affect whether they are supporting or hindering the 
achievement of the intended aims or goals. Some clear examples in this light have been raised by the case 
studies of the review: 
 

 Reach the widest audience. Select the correct format and strategies for output so that the 
intended audiences are reached with the group’s messages. (from supporting advocacy)  
 

 Balance technology ‘tension’ with prospective reach. Paper-based technology generates less 
tension than some electronic (mostly e-mail) based ones due to high staff turnover, poor training, 
differing hardware and poor maintenance regimes. The result of this is that the intended group 
message didn’t reach the widest possible audience. (from community action)  

 

 Plan inputs and outputs. Any incoming information needs to be validated before being accepted 
and this takes valuable time. Another time cost is in coordinating with outside officials or 
departments. (from emergency planning)  

 

 Mitigate negative aspects of group interaction. Care needs to be taken in designing online 
interactions so that any negative consequences are minimized (e.g. spamming and flaming). Also, 
people are more likely to get involved due to the higher level of anonymity CMC offers (and thus is 
more disinhibiting) and the relatively low cost. Therefore people may feel freer to express their 
views. (from health)  

 

 Benefits of flexibility. Thought needs to be given as to how groups both use and control the 
technologies they select. Do these technologies (or usage of them) either support or hinder the 
groups intended goals or aims? Also, groups should be always willing to try new things in order to 
exploit the best potential for there particular needs. ICTs are good at supporting mobilization and 
framing the groups message – the more fluid / flexible a groups organizational structure is, the 
easier collaboration may become. Having a clear understanding of how to adapt and use new 
technologies (along with how to avoid any negative consequences) leads to more productivity. ICTs 
can also support multiple activism, increase ‘social capital’ and with this also highlight a need to 
increase face-to-face meetings (especially amongst group leaders or organizers). (from politics) 

 
Extra points from other literature include: 

 

 Keep trying new things. There is no silver bullet. Tools will change. Old ways of doing things will die 
with the technology they were built on. New ways will open up. There is no plan. No matter how 
long and deep you keep thinking about your procedures, in the end there will be no substitute for 
getting your hands dirty and building a prototype. Build it, and, if it works, they will come. If it 
doesn’t work, scrap it. Throw your idea in the garbage bin of ideas and start anew. Keep trying, 
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keep building, and keep tinkering. (Kavada, 2010) 
 

 Build redundancies. Remember that failures are inevitable. This is the way things work and there is 
nothing wrong with it. There is only one thing you can do about it: Build redundancies. Build a fail-
safe. If a new technology fails, breaks down, or misbehaves, have something reliable ready to take 
over. Maybe that something is an old technology that would have gotten the job done but wasn’t 
as attractive for some reason. What is important is that you have a process that ensures a 
reasonable solution in the case of catastrophe. Remember: There is nothing wrong with failure so 
long as you’re prepared. Shultz and Junherr (2010).  

 

 Coordinating and Making Decisions. Internet capabilities for coordinating and decision-making. 
Allowing people to become members (by subscribing to an email list, joining a Facebook group, 
etc.), offering a space for discussion on courses of action (on email lists, Facebook groups, Skype, 
etc.), facilitating the scheduling of meetings and events (on email lists, through calendar-matching 
services, etc.), enabling voting (through e-voting tools) and allowing the authoring and exchange of 
to-do lists. Kavada (2010) 

 
And finally, some strengths of particular technologies to consider: 
 
Websites 
Kent & Taylor’s (1998) 5 principles: dialogical loop, useful information, make visitors want to return, 
usability and site ‘stickiness’ (i.e. they want to stay on the site). 
 
SMS 
Relatively cheap, good if you can get people to volunteer to receive information. Also good for 
mobilization, possibly fund-raising and sending out updates. 
 
Email 
Excellent for getting information out and getting requests /views into the group. Idea of ‘micro-
contributions’ from weak supporters, making it as easy as possible for people to get involved however 
minimal that might be. 
 
Blogs 
Unclear as to their potential to influence. 
 
Integrated systems 
Googlesites recommended for group knowledge management and an easy way to invite decision makers to 
get involved / monitor group activities and results. 
 
 

3. Influencing decision makers 
 
One key goal or aim for groups might be to influence decision makers. The literature on how decision-
makers (in this case primarily MPs) have used technology have highlighted the following points: 
 

 The decision maker might not use much technology. Generally, the uptake of new technologies by 
MPs has been slow due to a variety of reasons (costs, expressing non-partisan views, used mostly 
for internal work). 
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 Decision makers like to use any technology to disseminate information. There are selective 
reasons when technologies do get used, the main one being a tool for information dissemination 
rather than a dialogical relationship with constituents. 
 

 Focus on those decision makers that count the most. Any example technologies such as websites 
or blogs are many times not even authored by the MP and they are not interested in views from 
across the country outside of their own constituency. 
 

 Be prepared to use alternative (traditional) methods. The traditional methods of communication 
such as surgeries, door-to-door canvassing and letters have worked fine so far (in terms of ability to 
influence and time to respond) so why change now? 

 
Therefore there maybe a requirement for groups to consider either: 
 

A) Thinking about how they can transform their intended message into a more traditional (paper-
based?) form for MPs to get the message across,  
 

B) Consider unique ways to invite decision makers to view data /results / news etc via online 
discussions or presentations electronically, or  

 
C) Try disseminating information and reporting from the streets  

 
• Setting up a website for the campaign/cause/organization 
• Launching websites for specific events 
• Employing alternative media platforms (e.g., Indymedia) 
• Using blogging, micro-blogging, video, and photo-sharing platforms (e.g., Twitter, Blogger, YouTube, 
Flickr) 
• Making information “go viral” through email and social networking sites (e.g., MySpace, Facebook) 
Kavada (2010) 

6. Conclusions 
 
The main question the DTCC project addresses is:  
 
‘How have different types of communities/groups (virtual, collocated, distributed) used and adapted digital 
technologies to support their activities?’ 
 
This review has worked towards addressed this question by drawing out some key examples from the 
literature of the relationship between community groups and their use of various technologies. We have 
highlighted some recommendations for groups to consider including: 
 
Knowledge 
Groups need to consider their own key characteristics as this can affect how they both select and use 
digital technologies. They also need to understand and exploit the positive attributes for each technology 
and mitigate against any negative ones, and also understand whether the digital technologies they use are 
in fact supporting or hindering their aims or goals. 
 
Operation 
Groups need to be both flexible/fluid in their organization and willing to experiment and try new things to 
achieve their goals. 
 
Costs 
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Groups need to be aware of the costs (in terms of time, money and expertise) involved in validating input 
from group members and the public, coordinating with external bodies and trying new technologies. 
 
Output 
Groups need to have a clear understanding of both the correct format and strategy of their outputs in 
order to reach the widest possible audience. They need flexibility in order to tailor their outputs in such a 
way so that the decision makers they are trying to influence can easily access and react to that data. 
 
Further considerations not covered in this review include areas such as what role technology plays in the 
group formation process; how groups learn from and connect to each other, how they have overcome any 
barriers, how has their use of technology changed over time and what contribution has digital technologies 
made to them achieving their aims. It is hoped that a subsequent project survey will address these issues. 
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