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Abstract

Community informatics is an emerging field focusing primarily on the interaction between local commu-
nities and information technologies and a more particular focus within social informatics. It is rooted in
library practice, most notably the outreach that led to information and referral (I&R) services, as well as
other innovative practices, for example the community technology center and the community network,
aimed at strengthening communities faced with the digital era and its attendant disruptions and opportu-
nities. Community informatics research and teaching is carried out at a growing number of library/
information schools and elsewhere, as appropriate to this interdisciplinary endeavor.

Community informatics is an emerging field that encom-
passes both study and practice, although the focus here
is on the former. Loader (2000, cited in Ref. [1]) has
described it as navigating the interaction between trans-
formation as expressed in information technology and
continuity as expressed in a local, historical community.
This is a specification of Kling’s definition of the field of
social informatics, of which community informatics is a
part: “the interdisciplinary study of the design, uses and
consequences of information technologies that takes into
account their interaction with institutional and cultural
contexts.”! While social informatics historically most
often concerned itself with business and government set-
tings, community informatics looks at a third realm of
social activity, the community. The concept of community
and the tensions within that concept, set in the context of
the nascent information society, are the basis for the core
ideas of community informatics. Community informatics
practitioners can be found in public libraries, community
technology centers, community networks, and in an
increasing range of community and economic develop-
ment activities, employed in the private, public, or non-
profit sectors. Researchers come from the disciplines of
library and information science, communications, commu-
nity development, computer science, informatics, sociol-
ogy, urban and regional planning, and other fields.
Fortunately, the discussion in this encyclopedia entry is
informed by the fact that one author (Durrance) comes to
community informatics through library practice and schol-
arship, and the other through community practice and
study of the digitization of society, or social informatics
(for example, see Ref. [3]). This allows the entry to trace
multiple paths that have led to a single, if fuzzy-bounded,

interdisciplinary field. By all accounts, however, the start-
ing point is very much the local, historical community.

COMMUNITY AS THE BASIS FOR COMMUNITY
INFORMATICS

Most scholars have defined information technology very
concretely as a particular, if evolving, set of digital tools
and applications. But defining and understanding commu-
nity is a challenge that has productively engaged more
than a century of scholars. With the last major wave of
U.S. migration from country to city, the fate of commu-
nity within the metropolis occupied a generation of scho-
lars, who themselves referenced the scholarship of those
who had earlier grappled with the meaning of the European
migration to the cities. The earlier discourse was very
much driven by the ideas of Marx, Tonnies, and Durkheim,
while the Chicago School (including among others Frazier,
Mead, Park, and Wirth) was the most influential in the
United States.

Community is variously defined in the social sciences
and has been examined in many of its guises in community
informatics literature. Most often, it refers to a population
living within certain geographic boundaries (geographic
community), and this gives rise to a local history and
culture which is the context for whatever else happens.
This definition is bolstered by the fact that planning and
funds flows are channeled according to those boundaries
and political battles are often fought within these jurisdic-
tions. This can be seen during the 1980s when various
cities implemented community technology projects. (For
a comparison of four cities, see Ref. [4].)

Encyclopedia of Library and Information Sciences, Third Edition DOI: 10.1081/E-ELIS3-120043669

Copyright © 2010 by Taylor & Francis. All rights reserved.



Comp. by: PG0971

Stage : Revises1  ChapterID: 0000949605 Date:28/8/09 Time:05:28:45

womat-filecopy/0000949605.3D

But there can be communities within these geographic
communities, as for instance the communities of interest
that contended—homeless and their allies, and local busi-
ness and real estate interests—within Santa Monica’s Pub-
lic Electronic Network.”! Or Bishop et al’s'® work on a
Web tool for local African-American women working on
health issues. And there are communities with a particular
geographic, historical origin that are now spread across
large or small distances. Diasporic communities have
taken to the Internet to maintain close ties with people far
away, for example Trinidadians."”) And one’s community
may be spread across a single metropolis, as in Ref. [8].
Wellman, in fact, later proposed[g] and then tempered his
assessment!'” that every individual with their ties now
represents a distinct personal community, more or less
place-based.

Benjamin' ' used a recursive definition of commu-
nity—*“people living in a geospatial area who define
themselves as part of a community”—in order to analyze
why some telecenters succeed and others fail to attract
local involvement. This definition has a history in ethnog-
raphy and acknowledges that communities are quite often
self-identified or socially identified.

Human activity itself has been theorized as taking
place in communities.!'*! Rheingold documented the ar-
rival of the virtual community!"®! and the cell phone
based social network.!'*! Rheingold’s online or phone
based communities interact in particular ways with the
local, the historical community. Online discussion lists,
games, and other social computing phenomena have gen-
erated interesting work that enriches and is enriched by
community informatics per se.

There are tensions and overlaps between these various
communities. The field of community informatics, by
studying the interaction between transformation and
continuity, between information technology and local
community, is building up a picture of how the social,
historical places we live in are evolving as we move from
the industrial age to the information age, with particular
attention to social and digital inequalities. Moreover, it
has done this very much based on practice, both inside
and beyond libraries.

[11]

ROOTS OF THE FIELD OUTSIDE THE LIBRARY:
THE SOCIAL INFORMATICS PERSPECTIVE

Setting aside for the moment the important role of
libraries and library scholars in community informatics,
several other interrelated but distinct social trends have
also given rise to and continue to shape the field. These
can be summed up as the network society, the hacker
ethic, and the digital divide.

For some time now the network society has been
unfolding on and in local communities. What does this
term mean? It means that today society is characterized
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by networks rather than organizations; flexible production
with a flexible workforce; an economy that is globally
coordinated in real (or chosen, as with e-mail) time. A
new space has been identified that contrasts with the
space of place, that is, the geographic communities where
we live and breathe. This new space is the space of flows
that is based on digital tools and systems; in other words,
the sum total of all the communications and transportation
flows that link the global, mobile, network of human net-
works.!">! The world’s economies, east and west, adopted
digital technologies even as they experienced the eco-
nomic crises of the 1960s and 1970s; what has resulted is
spaces of place that are threatened, because they are
mostly bypassed, by the space of flows. In the industria-
lized countries, one can think for example of Rust Belt,
United States or vast stretches of the North of England as
thus threatened. Other spaces of place, Silicon Valley, for
example, have certainly not been bypassed, and yet even
there the space of flows has left toxic dumps for the space
of place to cope with.

Faced with this, local governments responded with
digital initiatives of their own. Among many: In 1989,
Santa Monica, California, offered its residents free online
discussion lists, accessible in public libraries or from
home, and access to city officials, as mentioned above.'®
In 2000, Lagrange, Georgia, offered its entire population
free cable Internet.!'”!

An interesting reflection in academia of this space of
place-space of flows or network-communities tension was
the 1996 colloquium that became the edited volume High
Technology and Low Income Communities.""® This arose
from a dialogue between two mutually exclusive groups
in urban planning at MIT, one focused on opportunities
for Information and Communication Technology (ICT)
and the other on low-income communities. They recruited
Manuel Castells to the event and produced a proceedings
volume that discussed, but did not name, community in-
formatics.

On the heels of early experimentation, the second social
trend that has given rise to community informatics is the
discourse and the activity around the concept of the digital
divide. This emerged in the mid 1990s as a popular phrase
for the gap between people who access and use information
technology and those who do not.!"”! In the United States,
the Department of Commerce was an early implementer of
both research and policy on this. The department launched
a (continuing) series of survey reports on individuals’ ac-
cess to and use of computers and later the Internet and
other particular tools such as cell phones.

In the realm of practice, the same agency within the
Department of Commerce began more than a decade of
annual rounds of grantmaking (Telecommunications and
Information Infrasture Assistance Program (TIIAP), later
the Technology Opportunities Program, or TOP) to orga-
nizations in local communities to support their commu-
nity technology projects. The Department of Commerce
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initiative was rooted in the economic imperative to de-
velop a market for computers and for e-business and to
develop a skilled workforce via education and public pro-
vision of information technology. Such experiments as
TOP were echoed by private and other public funders,
including technology companies and even the National
Science Foundation, which helped Playing to Win launch
the nationwide Community Technology Centers Network.
One could certainly say that the dot-com technology bub-
ble fueled the digital divide discourse in the United
States, with corporations supporting local and national
projects.

A third social trend giving rise to community informat-
ics can be summed up as the hacker ethic, which took
hold as computers and software became a hobby and a
profession. In contrast to the media’s definition of hacker
as thief, the hacker ethic is the practice of building com-
puters and writing code for the fun of it, for the creativity
of it, and for the community-building. This is what*"
calls “the spirit of the information age.” The hacker ethic
expressed itself in the origins of the personal computer
out of the milieu of the Homebrew Computer Club and in
the production of Linux and other such software. It also
expressed itself in projects where hackers joined up with
others to produce tools such as:

e PLATO, where by 1972 hackers and teachers were
writing online courses for all levels of students.*"

¢ Berkeley Community Memory, the public terminals
established in 1973 that provided an online bulletin
board for all passers by.?*!

e Community technology centers such as Playing to
Win, opened in 1983 by math teacher Antonia Stone
in a Harlem housing project (Stone 1986),°%! and

¢ Freenets or community networks such as the Cleve-
land Free-net, which began life in 1984 as St. Silicon’s
Hospital and Information Dispensary, an online com-
munications tool for doctors and patients.”**!

The community network and community technology center
phenomena each grew into international movements, with
associations, publications, and annual conferences for prac-
titioners. Community technology projects emerged out of
the grassroots—as in Toledo, Ohio*>” and inner-city
Wilmington, North Carolina®®—and blossomed in both
virtual and actual space. Community network developers
soon connected with librarians and library scholars, for
reasons given below.

ROOTS OF THE FIELD WITHIN LIBRARIES

Urban social unrest provided the backdrop for librarians
developing new approaches to service that resulted in the
creation of early community information services. The
riots of the late 1960s marked the beginning of change in

the nation’s urban libraries. The decay of the inner city
had resulted in a mismatch between the services that
agencies such as public libraries offered in the mid-1960s
and the needs of a changing population. Librarians had
traditionally used library circulation figures to measure
their effectiveness in the community. As the middle class
left the nation’s major cities, urban libraries suffered a
drastic drop in circulation. At the same time researchers
found that, “citizens are uninformed about public and
private resources, facilities, rights, and programs. .. and
frustrated in their attempts to get information required for
everyday problem solving.” [29, p. 20]

By the early 1970s, the federal government had
provided funding for both the development of information
and referral (I&R) services and a series of educational
programs and guides aimed at helping professionals gain
skills in developing I&R services.*°* The federal gov-
ernment’s active fostering of the development of I&R
services by various institutions drew in both practitioners
and academics, including a group of pioneering urban
libraries and a small cadre of LIS researchers.!?*3-*4

Academics who focused on community information in
the 1970s worked with practitioners through associations
and consultancies, analyzed practice, contributed articles
and reports, made public presentations and developed ac-
ademic curricula in the established LIS programs at Syr-
acuse University, the University of Maryland, Drexel
University, and the Community Specialist Program at the
University of Toledo.

Clara Jones, then Director of the Detroit Public Library
and its first African-American leader, argued at the time
that:

The welfare of the public library is inextricably interwoven
with the destiny of the city, the financial dilemma of
libraries being one manifestation of characteristic urban ills.
Although we are a predominantly urban nation, there is
widespread indifference or resignation to the desperate
plight of cities. . . It seems increasingly evident that we can
no longer depend solely on the traditional cornerstone of
public library service to adults-reference work, reading
guidance, and programming—to stimulate sufficient interest
and satisfy a broad enough range of needs. [35, pp. 85-86]

The purpose of I&R was to provide a link between a
person with a need and the resources in the community
that would meet that need. To accomplish this, pioneering
I&R staff created community information files, provided
information about community services, and engaged in
active question negotiation. Information and referral ser-
vices, considered essential to avoid fruitless agency ping-
pong—people seeking services bouncing from one office
to the next in an environment where social services by
hundreds of agencies and nonprofit organizations were
delivering social services. Information and referral work
was considered by many to be a radical departure from
standard public library services.
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At their outset, I&R services were also confusing
and lacked definition.”* The Alliance for Information &
Referral Services in 1973 defined I&R and outlined a set
of activities including: file development, simple and com-
plex information giving, actively helping clients make
contact with a resource (referral), working with the client
to overcome obstacles (advocacy), and assuring that cli-
ents actually reached the appropriate resources (follow-
up); some of these were divergent from traditional library
practice. In the late 1970s, Childers conducted a bench-
mark study of I&R in public libraries and found that while
public libraries in his study embraced the information
role, for the most part they did not engage in referral and
follow-up.*!

In spite of the limitations in adopting the I&R model in
the 1970s, library engagement in the community-focused
information services discussed above laid the groundwork
for the public library’s community-focused roles in the
digital age and the beginnings of academic response to
community problems.

By the 1990s, librarians and library scholars were ready
to join forces with the grassroots activists, local government
staffers, foundations and other nonprofits, and businesses
who were experimenting with technology in communities.
A particular series of three conferences helped to catalyze
the community networking movement. The Ties that Bind
conferences (1994, 1995, 1996) were sponsored by Apple
Computer’s Library of Tomorrow Project and the Morino
Foundation. They brought together a wide range of indivi-
duals and groups to foster community networking.*®! The
encompassing goals of these conferences were:

to provide information and case studies on the types of
community networks that have proven viable, including
economic, collaborative, and technical models; to help
individuals representing schools, non-profits, foundations,
businesses, media, and government agencies realize how
community networking can be used as a tool to help
advance the goals and needs of the community; to under-
stand the importance of community networking in the
formation and effective use of the National Information
Infrastructure; to understand the emerging context — the
social, economic, technical political, and sustainability
issues which characterize the challenges and potentials
for Community Networking."*”!

These conferences, led by Steve Cisler of the Apple Library
of Tomorrow, resulted in the creation of the Association
for Community Networking and strongly influenced the
encompassing thought processes that resulted in the devel-
opment of the community informatics framework.

A major study funded by Institute of Museum and Li-
brary Services (IMLS) and conducted in 1999-2000 by
Durrance & Pettigrew found that community information
provision had undergone major change as a result of
Internet adoption by libraries. They found increased use
of networked community information, a variety of
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digitization projects, a strong Internet presence, adoption
of digital reference, increased collaboration between
libraries and other community organizations, and, as a
result of these innovations, increased visibility and com-
munity support.[*%3]

One noteworthy example of library-community in-
formation projects is the Tallahassee FreeNet (TFN),
Florida’s oldest community network. It was started in
1993 by faculty from the Florida State University super-
computer center. Quickly the LeRoy Collins Leon County
Public Library became an operating partner and the
TFN became one of the nation’s first library-university
community networking projects. Tallahassee FreeNet’s
mission statement reflected the aims of all the early col-
laborative community networks:

TEN is more than an operator of an information system. It
is the agent guiding Tallahassee and to some extent Flor-
ida, into the Information Age. Therefore, it is further the
mission of TFN to precipitate community cooperation
that is the basis for having community-wide electronic
communication. "’

University Contributions

During the 1990s, a number of universities, armed with
excess computing power and aware of the digital dispa-
rities between the universities and communities, worked
with local agencies to form community networks. Several
of the long-lived projects among these are worth noting:

1. The Community Networking Initiative (later joined
with the Alliance for Community Technology) at the
University of Michigan School of Information and Li-
brary Studies, now School of Information. The Univer-
sity of Michigan Community Networking Initiative
(UM-CNI) began with support from the W. K. Kellogg
Foundation in 1994. This project enabled faculty and
students to take a leadership role in Internet-based
community networking (see for example, Durrance!*').
A collaborative venture involving the UM-CNI, the
Flint Public Library, the Mideastern Michigan Library
Cooperative, the Library of Michigan, and the Apple
Library of Tomorrow Program created in 1995 the
Flint Community Networking Initiative, a model public
library Internet training laboratory featuring an exten-
sive training program first for staff and later for com-
munity members—especially teens—and an ongoing
community-focused Internet presence in Flint. Today
the Alliance for Community Technology carries out a
variety of teaching, research, and service projects.

2. Prairienet and the Community Informatics Initiative
at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign
Graduate School of Library and Information Science.
Prairienet, a partnership between the university and
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local community members and nonprofit organiza-
tions, was founded in 1993. It seeks to:

promote equity of access to computer resources for every-
one in the community; facilitate information and resource
sharing in support of community development efforts;
empower individuals by teaching computer skills and
providing access to the Internet; and strengthen commu-
nity organizations by assisting them with access and the
sharing of information.'*

The Community Informatics Institute focuses on re-
search and teaching, especially through Prairienet
and its other community partnerships, among them
the East St. Louis Action Research Project and the
Puerto Rican Cultural Center in Chicago.[**#4!

3. Blacksburg Electronic Village at the Virginia Poly-
technic Institute and State University. This program
is connected to researchers in architecture and design
(and later information architecture) as well as human-
computer interaction. This collaboration included the
Town of Blacksburg and a major communication
company in order to bring high-speed Internet and
social computing to the community. Planning began
in 1991; the Blacksburg Electronic Village became
operational in 1993. It has been an international
model for networked community through its innova-
tive collaboration and citizen involvement.[**

EMERGENCY OF COMMUNITY INFORMATICS
AS A UNIFYING CONCEPT

Allowing for the caveats summed up by Stoecker,*®! a
loose network of scholars can today be seen to comprise
a core of community informatics research. The scaffolding
of the field features two processes that have contributed
to drawing together scholars via conferences, proceedings
volumes, and at least one journal. The first of these two
processes is the series of seven Dimensions in Advanced
Computing (DIAC) conferences sponsored by Computer
Programmers (later Professionals) for Social Responsibility
since 1987; this has generated both proceedings volumes
and edited books (most recently Day and Schuler'*” and
Schuler and Day™®). Dimensions in Advanced Comput-
ing’s organizer Doug Schuler, a cofounder of Seattle Com-
munity Network, launched an undergraduate program in
community informatics and authored New Community
Networks: Wired for Change.*"’

The second process has been anchored in the north of
England, where Brian Loader and others have generated
a flow of edited and authored volumes,[l’S(LSS] several
conferences, and the quarterly journal /nformation, Com-
munication and Society (since 1998), all while guiding
several community technology projects.

Other integrative processes are: 1) the work of'>®! de-
fining community informatics and bringing particular

attention to work in Australia, Canada, and elsewhere;
2) the annual Community Informatics Research Network
meetings; 3) the broader biennial Conference on Commu-
nities and Technologies; 4) the also more broad but still
highly useful conferences of the Association for Internet
Research (annual since 2000) and; 5) the journals First
Monday (launched 1996), The Information Society
(1981), Journal of Computer Mediated Communication
(1995), New Media and Society (1999), and the Journal
of Community Informatics (2004).

NEW DIRECTIONS

As technology has evolved, converged, and diffused,
the binary concept of the digital divide has revealed itself
as containing multiple digital inequalities bearing deeper
analysis. (For a recent example see Ref. [57].) Four trends
are worth noting: datasets, globalization, a turn towards
theory, and a recent expansion of community informatics
curriculum in library information science schools.

First, academic and policy researchers have produced
hundreds of case studies, and the color and texture of these
continue to be highly valuable. The multitude of studied
and not-yet-studied community informatics projects and
practices and the need for research to guide policy present
scholars with an opportunity to standardize our approach
to case studies and to collect and analyze larger datasets.
This will allow us to generalize and confirm trends in
communities. Second, related to this, is the imperative to
study community technology as a global phenomenon
rather than a national one. The search for community
development through technology, for community sustain-
ability in the digital age, is turning up lessons in one part
of the world that others cannot afford to ignore.

Third, as researchers turn increasingly to theorizing
as well as describing, our work on communities can be
usefully placed alongside the work of others on the infor-
matics of our government, education, and business sectors.
A number of theoretical concepts and frameworks are
already proving powerful in this regard: information use,
community inquiry, civic intelligence, social networks
and social capital,®®' and the public sphere among them.
These summations will help community informatics and
others scholars to revisit and update our conceptions of the
Information Society, which first took shape with very little
actual data from the localities where we all live.

A fourth trend is not within the research but relies on it:
the expansion of community informatics and community
information in the curricula of the library and information
science schools. The iSchools conferences are playing a
role here; offering sessions focusing on community infor-
matics. Today courses in this area are taught at the graduate
level at 7 of the 57 library and information science pro-
grams in the United States and Canada. It is expected that
such efforts will grow, in and beyond the LIS programs.
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