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ABSTRACT 
This position paper offers an existing methodological approach—
appropriate internet technology (AIT)—as a guide to support 
cultural diversity in digital social innovation (DSI) processes. Its 
premise is that the selection of technologies is a political act, as 
the decision to use a particular technology is inherently a 
promotion of that system, and its associated material politics. AIT 
emerged from a study of the Australian community arts sector, 
where appropriate technology is based on identifying context 
specificities so that practitioners can critically assess technologies 
for the design and execution of sustainable community arts 
projects. The paper argues that AIT has much to offer digital 
social innovation practices, situating it as a guide for the design of 
technologies that account for cultural diversity. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Digital social innovation (DSI)—a term gaining traction among 
practitioners and policy makers in the UK and Europe—refers to 
the support and development of new digital solutions to address 
social challenges [1]. This paper identifies a need for new 
methods to explore the ethics of DSI practices and projects, as the 
material politics of digital technologies are complex. Calls to 
investigate the politics of technology are not new [2][3] but rather 
an ongoing project. From this premise, I build a case for using the 
practices of appropriate internet technology (AIT), as a method to 
critically examine digital technologies in the DSI field.    
Appropriate technology (AT) is a pragmatic approach where 
technologies are designed to work in specific contexts, and not 
necessarily others. This culturally diverse practice is therefore 
arrived at through praxis: a process of extracting theory from 
practice and applying it back to practice. An iterative approach to 
practice, praxis helps practitioners critically evaluate technologies 
based on what they have done and what they intend to do in 
projects. In the context of appropriate technology, praxis extends 
creative practice to aid the design of systems that are “an artful fit 
between technique, tool, human, moral, and environmental limits” 
[4]. This is a critical, reflexive process that scrutinises actions and 
motivations to measure appropriateness. As DSI means different 
things for different people in different communities and places, 
AT and its associated philosophies can be useful in design 
processes.  
Appropriate internet technology was developed for the 
community arts sector in Australia. Community arts distinguishes 
itself from other Australian grassroots cultural projects—such as 

community media—in that it is concerned with building the 
capacities of individuals and communities so they may participate 
in cultural production. The argument supporting AIT is that the 
use of digitally networked systems in community arts projects 
should emerge from material engagement with technology, and 
through critical assessments of the context of a project and its 
participants. This philosophical position is an assemblage of the 
philosophies of technology, material politics, development 
approaches, and theories of design and making.  

My articulation of appropriate internet technology replaces the 
idea of innovation as cutting-edge hardware or software with 
engagement in praxis: iterative development processes that reveal 
hidden affordances, and encourage the circumvention of 
constraints through bricolage and adaptation. AIT is guided by 
Gina Neff’s provocation that we need expanded theories of 
communicative agency and power to expand our visions of 
emancipatory horizons [5], in that it sets out to reveal the 
sociotechnical entanglements of cultural production and digital 
culture. AIT responds to emerging concerns about the internet and 
its associated material politics and how they affect cultural 
participation and cultural diversity. These material politics are 
impacting the design of digital social tools, and insufficient 
research exists that investigates their effects. Through considering 
this pragmatist approach to the assembling of technologies, more 
critical approaches to DSI may emerge.  

 

COMMUNITY ARTS: PROMOTING 
CULTURAL DIVERSITY 
The ethical frameworks that underpin community arts practice in 
Australia have evolved incrementally via the ongoing interplay of 
practice, theory, and policy. The ethics of the sector stems from 
rhetoric espousing cultural diversity and cultural rights, 
aspirations that are sometimes conveyed by the term cultural 
democracy [6]. The idea of cultural democracy has consistently 
been at the centre of Australian community arts practice 
[7][8][9][6][10]. A recent definition of the term describes a status 
quo that is achieved when multiple individuals and communities 
control the creation and trajectory of their own culture [10]. The 
idea champions the notion that diversity is a social asset and 
proposes that participation in cultural life triggers useful 
democratic interventions [11].  

Regardless of their artistic discipline, the role of a community arts 
practitioner is to nurture the expression and transmission of the 
ideas and values of project participants. When this process results 
in participants becoming agents of cultural production they can be 
thought of as having cultural agency. An important aspect of 
nurturing cultural agency in the community arts context is the idea 
of sustainability, or “sustain-ability”: the maintenance of a 



“qualitative condition over time” [12]. Sustainability has 
increasingly become a central organising principle in community 
arts projects and approaches are often led by the use of methods 
and resources that can continue to be used by participants after the 
completion of a project: after the practitioner has left the 
community. The term ultimately refers to an individual’s (or 
community’s) ability to remain a cultural agent over time, but the 
term is more often used to describe what types of tools and 
activities are the most appropriate in terms of hypothetically 
sustaining cultural agency.  

The practices of AIT are grounded in the philosophies of 
community arts. Furthermore, supporting cultural diversity is 
explicitly supported by community arts practice. This paper 
situates cultural diversity as an important ethical consideration in 
DSI projects, and therefore offers AIT as an appropriate method 
of ethical practice. 
 

APPROPRIATE INTERNET 
TECHNOLOGY 
The popular beginnings of the appropriate technology movement 
can be traced to Development Studies in the early 1970s. At this 
time, a body of empirical research emerged that contested “the 
identification of economic growth with economic and social 
development,” which led to questions about the appropriateness of 
technologies being used in initiatives that claimed to improve the 
lives of others [13].  

In previously published research [14] I proposed appropriate 
internet technology as a conceptual frame for community artists to 
critically evaluate the internet’s human and non-human agents, 
with the view to informing technology design processes. It 
responded to emerging concerns about the internet and its 
associated material politics and how they affect cultural 
participation and cultural diversity. This research also offered a 
pragmatic primer consisting of 6 activities to help practitioners 
reconfigure their practices in response to the internet becoming an 
increasingly dominant cultural paradigm. They are: 

1. Tinkering: becoming familiar with the material 
aspects of the internet;  

2. Identifying Affordances: surveying internet 
possibilities and politics; 

3. Speculative Design: developing working and non-
working prototypes; 

4. Assessing Capabilities: evaluating the visible and 
hidden capabilities of networked individuals, and the 
requirements for ongoing support; 

5. Agile Assembly: resisting technological constraints 
through modification, adaptation, or detachment; 
6. Social Learning: co-creating future notions of 
appropriate internet technology.  

The AIT conceptual framework responds to the current 
imperative of Internet Studies to engage with the materiality of 
networks in that it promotes tinkering and play as methods for 
understanding the material affordances of network software and 
hardware. My call for engaging with the materiality of networks 
was partly in response to the community arts sector’s increasing 
use—some may consider dependence—on free yet commercial 
and proprietary software platforms, such as FaceBook, Google, 
and Twitter. These social media services are not “merely 
facilitating networking activities”, rather, they offer users a 

particular construction of connectivity and participation [15] and 
create “implications and ramifications that far outlive the original 
design meetings in which those choices were made” [16]. They 
capture, process, and archive both quantitative and qualitative 
information, and furthermore, they become the “curators of public 
discourse” [17]. As well as shaping activities through designed 
defaults, their platforms exist as part of a participation paradigm 
that always involves “massive swarms of users” [18]. The 
corporate entities that set the agendas for these social platforms 
“trade in the rhetoric of networked utopia” to develop the 
“necessary apparatuses of an idealised peer-to-peer economy” 
[19]. 

Theorising appropriate internet technology also involved making 
a case for the community arts field’s continued alignment with 
Development Studies, specifically the vector of practice that has 
become known as ICT for Development (ICT4D)—even though 
this association has proven contentious due to its problematic 
association with colonialism [20]. My position picked up on 
Nussbaum’s identification of the internet—along with migration 
and global warming—as one of the major contemporary issues 
facing development studies and practice [21]. I argued that the 
theoretical and conceptual frameworks being designed by 
development scholars, around the notion of appropriate emergent 
technologies, should be integrated into community arts policy and 
practice. Kleine’s [22] application of Sen’s [23] “capabilities 
approach” to ICT4D was singled out, as she reinforces the view 
that development is people centred, while elevating the idea that 
development practices should nurture people’s capacity for 
choice. The practice of people centred development aligns well 
with Rainie and Wellman’s [24] positioning of “networked 
individualism” as the new social operating system of the network 
society. Rainie and Wellman posit that the networked individual is 
the new dominant paradigm of social operation, taking over from 
“longstanding operating systems” that have traditionally formed 
around large bureaucracies and tight-knit communities. The 
operations at the centre of this idea are connecting, 
communicating, and exchanging information.  
The AIT framework also draws on Alan Drengson’s articulations 
of appropriate technology. His position stresses that through 
improvisation, adjustment, and incremental innovation, people 
can free themselves from “attachment to specific models and 
doctrines” [4]. He asserts that appropriate technology is a “self-
critical stage and attitude” and the most “mature” stage of 
technological development; that it outstrips “technological 
anarchy”, unbridled technological exploration supported by a lack 
of established standards; “technophilia”, a position of 
technological evangelism that can see people identifying with 
technology; and, “technophobia”, fearing or rejecting technology 
outright [4].  
Drengson’s position that “appropriateness is often discovered only 
as a consequence of a long process of application” [25], informed 
the final process of the methodology. I proposed for community 
artists to become critical designers and makers, to help them 
uncover hidden affordances of technologies, and to iteratively 
evolve the ethics of AIT. Critical design uses speculative design 
proposals to challenge assumptions we have regarding the 
products we use [26]. It is considered a theoretical and 
methodological position that focuses on how the design process 
arranges relations between things, ideas, people, and places. 
Critical design can be considered “alternative design scholarship” 
where investigations “seek to understand how unequal power 
relations are embodied in, and result from, mainstream design 
practice and products” [27]. Furthermore, by grounding 



appropriate technology activities as design, the assembling of 
technology is revealed as a political act [12].   
Aspects of the AIT methodology can be mapped to DSI practices, 
as it considers how different projects have different requirements 
based on the different needs and desires of both individuals and 
communities. The model also confronts the power dynamics and 
embedded values within development agendas.  
 
DIGITAL SOCIAL INNOVATION: 
PRACTICES AND ETHICS 
Digital social innovation can take many forms. Initiatives such as 
civic hackathons make government datasets available for 
remixing and reinterpretation; free, informal education programs 
such as Raspberry Jams teach people learn to use Raspberry Pi 
single board computers; and, grassroots telecommunications 
projects such as RootIO use smart phones and plastic buckets to 
reconfigure radio communications in rural Uganda. Many of these 
initiatives are also referred to as civic media, which can be 
thought of as “the mediated practices of designing, building, 
implementing or using digital tools to intervene in or participate in 
civic life” [28].  
A recent report, funded by the European Commission, situates 
European DSI projects as following 4 technological trends: open 
hardware, open networks, open data, and open knowledge [1]. It 
also asserts that DSI organisations can be categorised as initiatives 
that focus on either: open democracy, open access, collaborative 
economy, awareness networks, new ways of making, or funding 
acceleration and incubation. Case studies include Tor and 
Ushahidi, non-profit projects that specialise in the development of 
free and open source software. It also includes for-profit 
initiatives such as Patients Like Me, a networked platform that 
unashamedly sells patient information to their corporate partners. 
On the site’s ‘About’ page they state that information added to 
patientlikeme.com will be sold to develop products that “may 
include drugs, devices, equipment, insurance, and medical 
services.” The company claims this data is not personally 
identifiable information but fail to describe what this actually 
means.  

It is unsurprising then that digital social innovation projects have 
come under scrutiny from scholars. Melissa Gregg and Carl 
Disalvo’s critique of civic hackathons describes how attempts to 
“enact a future democratic condition” is a process that “gets tied 
to a limited, if not naïve, understanding of politics as the 
mechanics of government” [29]. The authors assert that much of 
what gets developed during civic hackathons is “almost always 
simply a version of the now—just faster, more efficient, and 
preferably mobile-enabled.” Gregg and Disalvo problematise how 
civic hackathons “are limited to addressing problems that contain 
technically actionable solutions” over more appropriate 
technologies, before situating civic hacking as championing 
“provisional citizenship and precarious work conditions.”  
In another study, Saba Golchehr and Naomi Bueno de Mesquita 
level criticisms at professional designers and artists, whose use of 
data mining and digital mapping techniques for community 
engagement have failed to lead to ongoing civic self-organisation 
[30]. They claim that many projects of this type are initiated based 
on the interests of the professional, and their “preconceptions 
about the needs of a community.” To counter this, they offer 
sightlines for “durable participation,” or how digital civic 
practices might be sustained “over longer time periods, and within 
a diversity of socio-economic contexts.” At the heart of this 

methodology is an unpacking of the designers’ responsibility, 
specifically “what happens after the designers leave and who 
benefits from the work.” This concept is very similar to the 
principle of sustainability in community arts: where practitioners 
prioritise the design of programs that can be continued after they 
have left the community.  
These examples of research and practice, illustrate how new 
methodologies are required to evaluate the ethical dimensions of 
DSI projects. Such projects claim to increase participation in civic 
life, build literacy capacities, and offer new modes of production, 
communication, and evaluation. But further work must be done to 
understand the ethical complexities of using digital technologies 
for social means, so that a diverse range of people benefit from 
DSI projects. This paper concludes by offering the practices of 
appropriate internet technology as a guide for DSI practices and 
projects. Due to being grounded in community arts and cultural 
development philosophies, the model explicitly prioritises cultural 
diversity. 
 

CONCLUSION: TOWARDS APPROPRIATE 
TECHNOLOGY DESIGN IN DIGITAL 
SOCIAL INNOVATION 
In this position paper I situate the design of digital social 
technologies as political acts that require ongoing scholarly 
attention if they are to account for, and evaluate, cultural 
diversity. I have offered the AIT framework in an attempt to 
elevate the aspiration of appropriate technology to place it in the 
frame with other DSI imperatives. This will help diffuse the ‘open 
is good’ and ‘closed is bad’ binary, making way for more nuanced 
discussions about technology and social change.  

The AIT model engages with the material politics of digital 
technologies, reflects current ICT4D scholarship that promotes the 
people-centred nature of appropriate technology, and stresses the 
importance of identifying the needs and values of networked 
individuals and their multiple communities. It also draws on 
critical design and making as methods for critique and problem-
solving.  

In order for the AIT model to apply broadly to digital social 
innovation practices, the focus on internet technologies has been 
replaced with digital technologies: 

1. Tinkering, becoming familiar with the material 
aspects of the digital technologies;  

2. Identifying Affordances, surveying the possibilities 
and politics of digital technologies; 

3. Speculative Design, developing working and non-
working prototypes; 

4. Assessing Capabilities, evaluating the visible and 
hidden capabilities of ‘networked individuals’ and the 
requirements for ongoing support of these people; 

5. Agile Assembly, resisting technological constraints 
through modification, adaptation, or detachment; 

6. Social Learning, co-creating future notions of 
appropriate technology in the field of digital social 
innovation.  

Further discussions are required to understand how this model 
might help practitioners, researchers, and policy makers reach 
what Drengson calls “a self-critical stage and attitude” [4], so that 



appropriate technology is established as an ethical baseline in 
digital social innovation projects.  
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