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Absract

This paper examines the changing form of NGOs in Eastern Europe as they face challenges of
democrano consolidation 1n an orgamzanonal environment increasingly permeated by umiversally
available information technologies, unprecedented collaboration oppornmities and complex technological
change We examine how NGOs' potential for developing an innovative capacity is hinked to their use of
interactive technology. Examples mciude art. media and “meta” NGOs from Poland, Hungary, Slovakia
and the Czech Republic. We argue that there is a move away from information brokering toward the
facilitation of knowledge networks. This move may allow the unfolding of innovative capacity, but it

also raises accountability 1ssues and questions about the future form and function of NGOs,
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Introduction

Businesses, banks, universities. museums. hospitals, and 2 wade panoply of non-profit and public
sector agencies face an imperative of organizational inovanon under ¢ircumstances of radical
uncertainty. That uncertainty is brought about by an extreme volatility of markets and rapid technological
mnovation — exponentially accelerated by the digital tools that now make it posstble 6 access text, audio,
visual. and database mformation in an encompassing, interactive emvironment. What social forms are
emerging in the newly hvpermediated organizations?

This paper examines the co-evolution of interactive technology and non-governmental
orgamzatons in Eastern Europe. [n the decade followine the revolutions of 1989, the countnes of East
Central Europe successfully launched structural reforms that consolidated their transition from socialism;
mn the coming decade. the region faces an increasing IMperanve 10 promote mnovation in order to move
toward a more integrated role in Europe and the global economy

Poland, the Czech Republic. Slovakia and Hungary have successtully achieved the stable
mimimum structure of modem society, with private firms operating within insntunpnalized markets and
political parties competing within institutionalized democracies ( Stark 1996, Agh 1998, Lavigne 1999).
Yet the region still lacks a vibrant civil society, wathout which this twinned transformation canpot create
deep-seated structural improvements. Parnally as a result of this underdevelopment, these economies
reman hungry for investment and their bustness culture exhibits low levels of imnovanion. The
accomplishments of the transiton are thus tempered by uncertanty, as increased social and economic
tensions follow in the wake of socialism and neophyte governments navigate the demands of the new
global information economy (latndis 2000, Zwass 1999)

The post-socialist societies of Eastern Europe provide an extraordinary {aboratory for exploring
the co-evolution of organizational forms and interactive technology: the emergence of voluntary
assoctations in the region coincides with the digital revolution  Prior to 1989, there were almost no NGOs

m the conventional sense in Eastern Europe, and the Internet was in 1ts infancy. Before 1989, the small



number of beleaguered voluntary associations communicated by sarmzdat. 'With no access to photocopy
machines, they attached special springs to typewriter keys 10 produce up to seven carbon copies of their
documents; In Prague, for example, it was not uncommon for the members of an underground philosophy
semmnar to circulate texts that were literally in manuscnipt — some n the handwnting of elementary school
children who had painstakingly copied a parent’s text 5o 1t could circulate more widely,

Today, both NGOs and the Intemet are experiencing exponental growth throughout the region,
In Hungary, for éexample, the number of NGOs jumped to sbout 15,000 in the first vear after the
revolution and now stands at over 50,000, while at the same nme. bv conservanve estimates, the number
of peaple onhine doubles every year and the numbér of websites doubles every six months (Kuti 1996,
2001), In a litle more than a decade, the technological framework in which voluntary associations are
operating has gone from the limitations of a pre-Guttenburg semting to the opportunities of advanced
commumeaton 1echnologies,

We do not presume that these technologies will be either magically liberating or harbingers of
Orwellian control. Rather, we ask how the shifl from mass communication to interactive media affects
the practices of NGOs as an emerging organizational form in the region. We are equally aware that one
cannot conflate civil soctety with the mere presence of NGOs (Hann 1996). Yet spurred by a combination
of real need. normative monvations and Western funds, the 19905 saw an exponential growth of NGOs
that share the common denommators of being founded independem of state control, having a formal
structure. and being motivated by & normative value rather than profit (see Osborne 1998:16) NGOs are
now an mescapable factor 1n the post-socialist landscape, and they are expressing increasing interest m
the potential of digital technologies to promote change, address social 1ssues and streamline their
operations (Lewis 1998, Hamelink 1997, White 1997)

There is, however, little empirical work on NGOs” use of new technologies. We know from
studies of firms that the introduction of new technologies can substantially impact an organization's
mternal and external relations {Orlikowsk 1995), Will NGOs' structures come to reflect the collaborative

and less hierarchical organizational forms observed in firms that have introduced information technology
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and that operate under condinons of high uncertamnty (Kahn 2000, Stark 2000)? Will the use of
interactive technology and related organizational changes allow them to more flexibly address the
competng demands placed upon them and better exploit ambigwiry? Will NGOs™ ability 1o network and
effect social change by mobilization be enhanced by the properties of the Internet to link people and
resources, search formal and informal archives of information and allow people to interact i real-time or
al a ime of their own choosing (cf. Gurstein 2000, Schuler 1996)? N(iOs are rransforming into new
forms of hybrids that do not easily map onto conventional images of non-profit. voluntary organizations.
What new challenges to accountability will result? Will emerging hybrid forms continue to promote
information brokering as a pnme function of NGOs, ar will it facilitate the emerpence of new knowledge

networks?

NGOs as innovators and social entrepreneurs

NGOs are potential mnovators that can play the role of social entrepreneur. The literature on
civil sogiety often interprets NGOs enther romantically as the instiuttonalized “conscience” of society, or
else cvmeally as vessels for power struggles between class interests. The former is problematic because it
imphies that NGOs somehow guide society back to an ideal true self. This 1s a fiction, for the
consequences of social change are not a return to an carlier state but a move towards new, uncertain
direcnons, The latter view is equally problematic since 1t empties NGOs of agency and reduces them to
pawns of external inferesis.

In both advanced and consolidanng democracies NGOs have developed mto major societal actors
primanly because they meet real political and material needs: They serve as a source of political
legittmacy for the system by providing the funcnion of voice beyond electoral parncipanon. By allowing
dissent to find form and content rather than fester unproductively, NGOs can be considered a type of
“safetv-valve,” essential to the functioming of a democracy Materially, NGOs provide services that seek

to mitigate the effects of social inequalities that anse in the new market economies, acting as a “safety



net.” Both these roles serve o stabilize and ideally balance the inherent tension between self-interest and
the common good within a democranc free-marker system.

'n the above roles as safety-nets and safety-valves, NGOs are systemically desirable for
democracies, bur NGOs are not (or should not be) safe for the system in the sense of cementing the status
quo. On the contrary, NGOs are rooted m a normatve commitment 1o transforming the system to make it
more responsive 1o the diverse and changing needs of citizens. The common perceprion of NGOs as
oppositonal to government and industry is often correet, for the bureaucratic machinery of the state and
entrenchied commercial interests rarely welcome crincism. Yet NGOs mereasingly achieve change by
partnerships with government and the private sector, NGOs are therefore paradoxical creatures: by
promotmg change they both legmtimize and challenge democrate socrety,

Simultaneocusly leginmizing and challenging democrane society forms the core tension that
NGOs encounter m democracies, This tenston is exacerbated by diverse pressures exerted on NGOs by
constituents, domors, governments and a broad array of amicable and hosnie forces (Edwards and Hulme
1996), These drverse pressures create different ways m which an NGO legitimizes ns self-worth: the
method of justifving its existence differs when done vis-a-vis a donor. a client. or an opponent. The
organizanon must develop different strategies of justification that can nonetheless be emploved
simaltaneously . | Because NGOs exist i an environment nife with uncertainty, there is a tendency for
them to reat potennially ambiguous situations (such as having to employ different forms of justification
for different audiences) as something o be contaned or avoided, The most successful strategies.
however, require exploiting the ensuing ambiguity.| NGOs that seek to exploit ambiguity mirror
charactenistics of social entrepreneurs ( Stark 2001 ),

~(G0s as social emrepreneurs? Applving the vocabulary of the market to NGOs has a heretical
air, mpiving a caprulation to the profit-motive that goes agamst both the spirit and the non-profit tax

status of NGOs. Yel limiting our understanding of entrepreneurs 10 the private sector may be more a




result of condinoning rather than necessity! the propernes 2 berng an “entreprenew”™ would better reter to
an organization's successful explonanon of multiple regimss of sworth rather than a proclivity of an
individual 1o make money (Stark 2001, Smnosa et al. 1997

The “orginal™ NGOs in Eastern Europe — the dissident zroups of the socialist era — were, in a
sense. very entrepreneunal. The scarce dissident NGOs under the socialist regimes i Eastern Europe
were true social innovators, pushing the limits of’ the system. desising mgenous methods for
circumventing obstacles and proposing daring ways of thinxing. A Polish editor once explained to us
how they bartered ltalian wine and Russian watches in a complicated transaction 1o get paper for an
economics journal. This entrepreneurial spirit made good =se o1 exploiting ambiguities,

But being an entrepreneur today is vastly different than maneuvenng around the margins of the
mformal economy under socialism. To understand how NGOs =re acting as social entrepreneurs and
innovators we need fo examine their ability to mrn ambigury imo an asset. Studies of firms indicate that
this is best done by re-combining, re-cognizing, and re-presenting exastng material and ideal resources.
How might such a recombinatory approach atfect NGOs?

One possible answer s that NGOs mught seek to become more isomorphic with businesses or
government agencies with which thev compete, Such an szempt at recombmation makes sense given the
pressures facing oday’s NGOs, From the United States 10 Eastern Europe they encounter new and
similar problems: NGOs are being thrust into service-proviston roles by governments that tum to them as
expedient, if not always effective, sub-contractors for diverse 1ssues from health care to housing (Kun
2001, Osbome 1998). They are overwhelmed on a day-to-dav basis with the uncertainties and resenunent
generated by economic and social change. The scarcity o1 Zonors forces some NGOs to turn to busmess
solunons to keep going and to intensify their relanons with Jusiness and government as donors. Thus
self-imterest compels increased cooperation with public and private sectors, This opens new opportunities

for sustainability, vet if they work 100 closely with the state or business NGOs nisk serious accountability

1 I exploiting ambiguity actors artempt o hold aresource that o be ustified or gssessed by more than one
standard of measure (ay, for example, the curlous seene in Michael Moore's documemary film, Koger and Me, in



problems, including co-optation. loss of legitimacy and failure.” Co-optation by state and market forces
are the Sevlla and Chanbdis of NGOs.

Avoiding co-optation is a difficult enough challenge for ~GOs, but an even bigger problem may
be distnguishing cooperation from co-optation in certain cases. This 15 because the state and market
themselves are not static but are undergoing fundamental changes. NGOs cannot avoid similar radical
ranstormations, Globalization creates redefinition and uncertainty, and for NGOs this situation
exacerbates their already ambiguous position berween state and market. Being torced 10 negonare
multiple and contradictory claims may lead to a redefinition of the organization itself. Pronouncements of
new orgamzational forms are perhaps premature. but viewmng NGOs as emergent, rather than given. may
provide us with the necessary perspective to track the development of this important sector in tmes of

great change,

Interactive technology as a (re)source for organizational change

Ome key to understanding change within NGOs lies in their use of interacnve technologies, such
as the [ntarnet, which is widely held to have a sgmficant impact on both democracy and organizations
The advent of many-to-many communication (as opposed to one-to-many } has direct bearing on the
sncial, nstitutional, and mternational environments in which NG(Os aperate {Gursten 2000, Schuler
1996). NGOs are begining to consider intéractive technologies as important in expanding the web of
social interaction, increasing its density, and promoting new conmections among diverse and dispersed
social actors.

Mew digital. internctive technologies are both heralded and maligned in populiar views of today's
world as increasingly structured by technologies. This is especiallv the case since digital technologies
figure promimently in the space-time compression at the core of globalization. Many commutred

proponents of demacragy are highly ¢rincal of these new technologies, and perceive the Internet as just

which a rabbit breeder’s roadside stand adveniises “Pets and Mear "}
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another means for mstrumental rationality to colomze car life-world, where “freedom on the net is the
freedom of the market” (Dean 1997), Equally committ=d colleagues, including represematives of many
American foundatons, could not disagree more. seeing the Internet as “parncularly swtable to building
open societies” (OS] 1993), enriching and empowering zivil society and acting as a natural catalyst for
democracy

Similar disagreement exists regarding the introduction of interactive technology into
organizations. Champions of interactive technology toar 1ts potential for reducing constrants, improving
communication and increasing parnicipation wittun firms.  Crnmes emphasize the surveillance potennal of
new technologies to turn the modem workplace into a —anopticon and worry about the alienating effects
of computer-mediated-communication.’

Such proponents and detractors of interactive rechmology commut the common fallacy of reading
social effects from technological properties. Discussions about controversial issues regarding digital
technology — from how to provide equal access 10 whar new laws should govern the virtual world — most
always start from normative premises about rechnological propernes, Yet, while assumptions abouwt
technology's social effects provide rhetorical ammuninon. they tend in most cases to outstrip our
knowledge of how technology 15 actually used 1 O Mahomy and Barley 1999),

The social practices that evolve around the use of a technology tell us more about its effect than
assumptions based on technological properues alone | Buiker 1997, Orlikowski 1992, Giddens |984).
Technology only “affords” certamn potennal uses | ntennonal and unintentional), but it is the institutional
sering that determimes whether these “affordances™ are recognized (Bockowski 2001). Accordingly,
rather than speculatimg on whether a certmn technology wall lead 10 a specific outcome, empinical studies
about how people interact with technology can halp trace how technology facilitates or constrains social

practices, and how certain paradigms transform or replicate themselves,

* Conversely, if NGOs reject coaperation with state and marees forces 100 radically they risk slipping into an
exclusively oppositional role with diminished opponunities 7or z2genda-setting,

' Negative social effects of Internet use were first reported v Kraut ¢t al | 998, but in research since then Kraut et
al (in press) have found data that considerably modify the ezriier assumprions



The use of interactive technology is an inescapable part of Eastern Europe’s rapid social change.
How is technology condiiomng the shape of these :nanges” What relation exists between NGOs and
their confrontation with new technologies? At firs glance ='e found a felicitous elective affinity between
NGOs and interactive technology. Commumcahor and nerworking are integral 10 NGOs® basic tasks of’
getting information 1o constinients, channeling and ‘nterpretmg information from varied sources,
aggregating mformation and demands and transmmg them to diverse audiences, and mobilizing
mdividuals and groups. Interactive technology 1s cesigned and promoted as a tool for processing
informanon, mcreasing communication and faciiiz=ng neraorkmeg. [f technology is seen as 4 tool, then
NGOs' seem organizanonally ideal for adopting 1t

The problem with viewing technology as 2 “>ol, however, is that once new technologies are
mtroduced to solve old problems, the problems themselves cnange. Email may enable an NGO ta
merease its level of commumcation, but it may alsc :reate such a flood of requests for infonmation that
the NGO becomes paralyzed (cf DiMaggio et al 2 01, Eariv studies into decision-making via email
find that email may make it harder to resolve conthes, and that consensus-building may be more difficult
electromcally (Sproull and Kiesler 1986),

The need for computers, bandwidth and skiled s1arf affects the budgetary structure of NGOs, and
raises new workplace and accountability 1ssues, '\ =osues are often carelessly designed, yet they are
increasingly beconung the representation of an orgsuzation 1o the outside world. Thus while it Is true
that NGOs* funerions significantly involve informz=on. commumication and networking, it does not
follow that these functions will necessarily be impraved by the properties of interactive technology. They
will, however, most likely be transformed. since the 1se of a technology has frequently not been
anticipated by is designers (Suchman 987, Fischer 1992, :nd orgamzations themselves change when

they adopt different practices to make use of techne.ogy.




NGOs and interactive technology in Eastern Europe

Almost overnight NGOs n Eastern Europe have pone rom pre-Gutenberg limitanons to the
opportumties of advanced communication technologies. Despite material limitations, NGOs today in
Eastern Europe preside over an almost unprecedented amount of technological firepower. A relatively
developed telecommumcations nfrastructure covers the histoncal core of Central Europe (Poland, the
Czech Republic. Slovakia and Hungary), Yet advances in the introduction of interactive technology are
distmibuted unevenly across the four countries.

Poland, for example, boasts the highest number of Internet hosts overall and the highest total
conmmectivity. The Czech Republic, however, claims the highess numbers of hosts (per 10,000
inhabitants ), which, since it has only one fourth of Poland's population. mdicates a far greater penetration
of the technology throughout societv. Hungary has the highest number of backbone hosts, indicaring a
more decentralized marker structure. while Slovakia, lagging in most every other category, surpnsingly
leads in the number of Internet users (per 10,000 inhabitants) (Central and East European Networking
Association 2000),

The orgamzational structure of NGOs also differs across the region. While they share some
qualities, such as segmentation and relative de-centralizanon, cach country differed in subtle yet
umporiant ways during socialism and began the transition from drvergent starting positions with different
sets of institutions (Stark and Bruzst 1998, Anheter and Seibel 1998), NGOs in Poland suffer from the
lack of both s1ate and societal support. while in Hungary NGOs face a different challenge, as the
government has sought to use them as a vehicle for privanzation and political control (Anheier and Seibel
1998, Ekiert and Kubik 1999, Kun 1996). Despite sharing in the dramatic growth of NGOs (from slightly
mare than 2000 in 1989 to over 40,000 in 1998), the Czech state has favored pre- 1989 organizational
relationships, with civie associanons involved i “safe” areas of educanon and sports, resulting m
criticism that it is reducing civil society’s involvement in the policy-making process and thereby

mhibiting civil society development (Green 1999, Potucek 2000), Slovakia, where social development



was hampered by long years of political stagnation under e former Prime Minister Meciar, saw a
growing role for NGOs in the 1998 “get out the vote” carmmmen & agner 2001).

The relanonship between NGOs and interactive =xincicasy 1 the region 1s extremely mixed
Funding from Western foundations made up the initial intux of =meractuve technology. especially grants
from the Soros Foundation and UUSAID to enhance ¢onnezzvity =md promote electranic communication,
some of which were then re-granted by local organizanon:  This nvpe of explicit funding for infarmation
technology has markedly decreased since the mid-1990s. vn the notable exceprion of the European
Union. The cost of going online snll remains prohibitives neh =wh Hungary, Poland and the Czech
Republic remaining. 1 2000, the most expensive countrie: ¥ithim the OECD for the price of 30 hours of
connection at off-peak nmes (OECD 2001). The high rai= :nar=sa by telecommunicapons carrers
results i fewer users and constrains existing potential for nemes ase: in Hungary, for example, although
300,000 households had computers in 1999, only 30,000 r J 7% of Hunganan households subseribed to
the Intemnet (Pattnson 2000),

The problems that NGOs encounter in using interamve r=snmologies are serious and form a
familianilitany - lack of funding to purchase equipment or wrvices lack of skilled staff. too little nme and
mterest.. We must not torget that the majonity of NGOs by ul accounts appear not to have computers.
Some NGOs find ways to overcome even this obstacle by 1sing sublic termunals at “tele-cottages,” public
libraries,or Internet cafes, Buteven for NGOs with troubisiree access 1o the [nternet, keeping up with
technology can creare difficulties regarding the effective ».ccancn of scarce financial resources and
changing valuation of competencies among the staff Thesr orotsems will intensify as using technology
hecomes increasingly part of an organization’s daly life. Zome =7 the unexpected organizational
challenges resulting from the undeniable difficulties of yasmng == 3 different technological environment
will appear in the following discussion of acrual cases (escecially regarding meta-NGOs).

Using interactive technology, we repeat, 15 no guaantee =1 any positive outcome in a given
orgamzanon (though its use cannot be regarded as, in itse= detrrmental either). Let us take a closer look

at the situation surrounding one of the key ways in which "70s are using interacuve technology: their
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websites, Thousands of NGOs m Eastern Euroce mainzain websites today, with vastly varying results.
We conducted a preliminary studv in the spring 1 200« of over 600 NGO websites in Hungary, the
Czech Republic and Slovakia 1o get a sense of ~ow NGOs were representing themselves on the web,”

We found that the sites vanied widely ¢+er five variables: information richness. online activity,
site quality, commercialization and prestige (sez zable | 1 © About one-fifth of the sites studied were rich
i information and online activity and were sopmisnicated m design, followed by a group of similarly rich
and active but amateurishly designed sites. Moz than maif the sites we encountered. however, were

outdated. contained hittle in the way of nformacon ang lacked any indicanion of activity.

Table 1: Simplified Presentation of Variables Used m Coding NGO Websites

| Composite variables C ontains one or more of the following: |

Information nchness =esence of material such as annual report, news,

sowtloadable documents, databases, texts of laws, ||

- —mning manuals, etc. E

Interactivity (online activity) The ability for the user to sign up for email alerts,

sewsletters, listserves, builetin boards, chatrooms,
smhine membership forms. ordering items online,

-
(=

Offline activity ‘=formation posted about meetings, conferences,
saucational programs, events, etc.
Design coherence Rzlative subjective ranking based on navigability, |
L zs= of praphics, color, layour. etc. |
Up-to-date starus ' % site js considered current if it has been modified |
=Tthin the last six months. ,
Commercialization The presence of banner ads and other
adqvertisements ]
Known site = site is “known” if there 1$ at least one site in

Coogle's backlink directory poeinting by hyperlink
-2 the site in question.

Prestigious site < zite js “prestigious” if there are at least 50 sites in
Zoogle's backlink directory pomnting by hyperlink
o the site 1 question,

* This study was developed and conducted with the =~ aluacie collaboration of owr colleague Balazs Vedres
* A website |s considered prestigious (i &. has a high zrestige score) if more than fifty other websites link to it We
determined this by using the “reverse google" functicn in the Google search engine that provides backlinks.
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overall we were able to categorize the sites almost equally into “active™ and “passive” categones
hasea 1 their scores regarding information richness, online activity and recent modification  Sites which
had socmisticated design and ligh presnge scores in addition to high scores in the above categonies fall
mto th: “active-sophisticated” catepory. Sites that exhibit high scores in design and are also up~to-date,
yet ex=dit low online activity and mformation richness we categonized as “passive-sophisticated "
“Amarzur’ sites had low scores concermng coherent design and prestige in combmation with lower scores

in the mformation richness and online activity categories (see table 2),

Table Z: Distribation of NGO Websites Into “Active™ and “Passive”™ Caregories (Percentage of
Total Websires Studied From Hungary, the Czech Republic and Slovakia)

| Clusie |
Virlakies L ¢ ﬁﬂ_i\rf | 21 Active | 1 Paﬂi!_.re _ 4: Passive
(sophisticated) {amateur) | {sophisticated) {Amateur)
’ :ﬂ"m““ 92.65% | 82.86% 0.00% 9,30%
| Interazvity 88.97% | 62.14% | 42.22% 10.08%
| Offline renvity  77.21% 72.14% | 76.67% 41 86%
[ ] o ~1
Desigr 100.00% $6.43% 98.89% | 48.06%
| cohergmee | | |
= 1 13
| Up-to-zste 97.06% 60 00% 78.89% | 20.16%
stafus . |
f - Az g 1oo 20 369 27.78% | 3643%
Knows ite 100.00 % a1.43% 72.22% | 43.41%
Presugous site 33.09% 5.00% (0.00% | 0.00%

“hese foures are prefiminary and only hint at a larger story about how and why NGO find it
desirare or necessary 1o have a website and how they use it In interviews we were told that websites
were erzeived as an indispensable form of “calling cards,” but that endowing them with functionality
bevon: i simple page often proved too much for resources and skills. Some NGO siaff saw websites as
necessiry for remaining in the good graces of foreign donors; this catering toward donors might explain
why, ©* ‘he approximately Iwenty percent of the websites surveved that had pages in languages other than

the locu language. 1t was nearly alwavs English or German.  Only 1n the rarest of cases did a website




have a page in a neighboning Eastern European Janguage Some aites were full of activity in the Jocal
language, however, reflecting not only a vibrant virtual cuiture but an interest in exploring new ways to
be active in society.

Websites, however, are but one facet of interacuy e techmology. It is important to understand the
generation of a web presence, but of greater interest 1s how the use of technology, mcluding websites,
contributes to orgamzational transformanion (cf, Orlikows and lacono 1999}, Let us therefore look
more closely at examples of NGOs m Fastern Europe whose own form and function is co-evolving with

their use of mteractive technology.

From brokering to collaboration: hvhrid NGOs

Digital technologies make 1t easier for people to reconsoruct what counts as information so that iis
definition, or at least its circulation, is no longer the exciusive provenance of those with power, money
and connectons (Nunberg 1996). The increased ability of mdividuals to access large amounts of
disparate information is justly celebrated as empowering | Cairncross 1997), At the same time it presents
senious problems for any orgamization that seeks to exert control over information collection or
dissernination.

NGOs have a long history of brokenng informanen as poth a service and a source of social and
financial capital. We suggest that actng as wnformanon trokers 1s an ultimately nadequate response 10
the canceptual shifts of the digital age, because 1t relies on annguared ways of conceiving communication
flows. Nonetheless, providing information remains a central funcuion of many NGOs, and the more savvy
orgamzations within the informaton broker rn;odel are learming 10 compensate for the shithng
environment by ¢reatively markenting their information. Thev gusment their now easily shared
information, such as directories or darabases, :w'ith value-added aspects, such as efficient search engines
and non-database related services. such as trmning and weo hosaneg. In the process they begin to make
services available that provide not only mformation, but knowledae forms such as skills (know-how) and,

through collaboration and links, knowledge of others (Perzer 2000)
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NGOs are thus learming to approach mformanon as a commodity in order to enhance
sustmmability, The resulting oucome-oriented processes are leading to hybnd NGOs that combine social
and business ventures, such as the “dot-corg” dual enterpnise model. where revenue generating is
separated from the NGO's social mission and evaloared according to business metrics: or where the NGO
sets its long-term goal as evolution into a soctally<mented. for-profit venture, as in the case of many
Intermnet Service Provaders in Eastern Europe that began as non-profits and grew mto viable businesses
{Peizer 2000).

The Center for Advanced Media-Prague 1C @MP) 1s an example of this kind of hybnd NGO. s
origins lie in the Soros Foundation®s early work on providing Internet access and training to Central and
Eastern Europe. By the mid-1990s the Foundation s attennon shifted from providing access to
developmg content with greater emphasis on sustamabihty. One result was the Media Development Loan
Fund launched by Sores’ Open Society Institure (OSI) in 1996 to support low-cost financing and
technical assistance for independent “indigenous” mesdia in ransinon countries. as a means to facilitate
debates on core ¢conomi¢ and social issues (www.mdlf ¢z).

The fund. with a Pragae and a New York othce. developed C@MP in 1998 1o advance new
media operations. ts audience consisis of independent media and non-governmental orgamzations m the
post-commumnist and developing worlds, which seek new media concepts and solutions. CEMP delivers
such services through traiming, technical and conrent-building consulting, and project-oniented product
development.

C@MP seeks to create a self-organizing “hub” for the interaction between digital and print
media.  Although 1ts beginnings lie in Eastern Europe. 1t has quickly moved beyond being a regional
NGO and sees itsell as an “interface™ offenng opportunines for technological collaboration between the
developed and developing countries, lts projects, accordingly| are not limited by geography and extend
from South Africa 1o Southeast Asia, where it was a finalist i the Ericsson Internet Community Awards

for work with a viriual nation-wide radic network.  As a member of the World Economic Forum's Global
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Digital Divide Initiative, C@MP is actively involved :n seeKing opportunities to overcome the digital
divide.

For mdependent media to fulfill their role in Semocranc and democratzing societies they need to
compete and function at the standard of commercial media, especially regarding content distribution and
avoidance of censorship. One of C@MP’s most innovanve elements 1s the “Campware” program that
develops software for independent media that cannot arford the requirements of an in¢reasingly electrome
medm. Campware helps with automating web publications, managing subscriptions, and allowmg
remote contributors 1o feed content to the publisher' s aatabase, and offers content management software:
Campware i3 innovative in the way it develops and deiivers technical assistance. In helping design
software that would otherwise be bevond the means o mdependent media. C@MP works with existing
bandwidth and resources to remam relevant and effecuve. 1t builds self-support networks to rival the
technical support components of commercial software. which itself becomes a collaboranve international
enterprise. Importantly, all the software it develops 1s made public (under the GNU General Public
License) so that its development can benefit from maximum input, and it provides limited fellowships o
help develop Open Source projects.

C@MP thus uses technology 1o transform technology while pursing a normative nussion with
social change as a desired outcome.  [ts output is increasingly identical to the client’s input. that is. rather
than a top-down service delivery relanonship, C@MPs expertise 1s shaped by the collaborative activity
of its members, 1f C{@MP’s private sector analogue 15 a consultancy firm. then we can see 1ts success as a
result of a “collaboranve advamage” (cf. Huxham ] 996),

Although C@MP began as an informanon broxer trying 1o fill in perceived gaps. 1t has evolved
into what we can call a knowledge facilitator through 7ts emphasis on collaborative production of
software solations and self-support networks. This 1s part of the shift from mformation as a discrete
property that (in theory) exists independently of a subject, to "knowledge” that requires a knowmg subject
and cannot be conceived of indépendent of the commumication network in which it is both produced and

consumed,




The very notion 1self of producer and consumer 1s blurred by emphasizing knowledge
facilitanon, This blurring, is to some degree, a functon of digital technology's affordances: online
consumpnon, for example, blurs with the production process by allowing (or forcing) users to engage in
an activity formerly relegated to production. such as data enmry, or by producing information i the act of
consuming that is then sold for profit {g.g. information gathered about your web-surfing activities), Yet
the social effect of this obfuscation of traditional roles ulomately depends on how orgamzations approach
this situation,

Embracing collaboration as C@MP does is not an obvious choice for mast NGOs, because the
intormanon broker model 15 a reasonable and conditioned reaction from the age of mass commumication
and mass production. Modern society is organized along lines of access to quannfiable information
brokered between those who have information and those who want or need it. Thus can take the ruthless
form of a monopoelistc corporatnon or the benevolent form of an NGO seeking to spread formerly guarded
mformanon, Structurally, however, brokers work in the same way by exploiting gaps and, accordingly,
gamung rents, While changmng, this remams a dominant orgamizatonal way of thinking.

The “information society™ is best understood as a society faced with exponential practical and
epistemnological problems occasioned by the unprecedented access and creation of information (how to
process large amounts of data. how to msure data protection. how to ascribe meaning to data). This s a
society where problems of guality stem from problems of quantity, and the basic structures of brokermg
remmun in place. It has an hourglass structure, with informanon passing through the broker in the muddle
on the way from A to B,

In contrast we can imagine a “knowledge society” wath the structure of a network, emphasizing
not information per s¢ but communication. [t too faces problems, but of an ontological nature,
questiomng the very a priori assumptions of organizational forms. Whereas in an information society
brokers have avested interest in maintaining the gap between informanon producers and consumers,

organizanons 1n a knowledge society function as facilitators and help blur the line between users and




producers, In this way knowledge network facilitators, as opposed to brokers, have the potential 10 be

genuinely ransformative of social structure. But what sort of NGO would take on this task?

Creating “knowledge sources™: arts, culture and communication

{n the forefront of NGOs that mitiate technological innovanon are new media art organizations
Arts organizations are rarely considered as national resources of mnovation. Yet they are well-positioned
to act as knowledge facilitators rather than information brokers. to mediate between design and use, have
socto-cultural insights that governments or carporations lack, and engage in experimentation on a
constant basis (Century 1999), New media ants organjzations confront the paradoxical way that
mteractive technology recombines much of the traditional toolbox of artists:

All the strategies developed 1o awaken audiences from a dream-existence of bourgeois

society, like constructivist design, new rypography, avant-garde cinematography and film

editing, as well as photo-montage, now define the basic routines of post-industrial

society: that 1s. the interacuon with a computer. (Manowvitch, 1999)

Artists, however, are seldom content with the basic routines of society, and new media artists search for
ways to illuminate the radical nature of everyday interactive technology while pushing the technology
itself to new tasks and forms. While often highly critical of capualism (see, for example, etoy.org), the
very playful, exploratory attitude that fuels art catches the attention of not only critics and audiences but
also mdustry.

Firms, such as Xerox or Fricsson, have taken interest and have come to regard arnists and an
arganizations as a laboratory of sorts, consisting not of research sciennsts but “research armsis” (¢f
Larcon 1998, Harns 1999). “Whar disunguishes art from the research sciences and commercial
entrepreneurship,” writes Joel Siayton (1999), “is a very thin veill.” New media art organizations are
therefore good examples of the sort of entrepreneurship discussed earlier. As their relevance for industry
grows, they have to balance their social benefit as mcubators of future designs and technologies with their
sense of social responsibility and cntique. The lines between an collective. start-up Internet company,

research laboratory and sociallysconscious NGO are increasingly blurred.



The Hungarian Center for Culture and Commum zmon T3 ) exemplifies this ype of NGO, €3
has evolved from a public center for arnsts 10 a self-descsed censer for advanced research and
development with the application of new media technoloz2s at == core. €3 sponsars mynad exhibits and
projects, ncluding grants  An example of its cntical, funmmonal 2nd expenimental work 1s public access
web termunals, set up in 1998 in order 1o “make the advar-ages or network information and
communication mamfest to every literate passer-by, ar ar <ast that the existence of digital culture is not a
mystery, that no special expertise 1s required in order to tandle . and that the nch content of the Net
offers the procurement of information, as well as dialogus ' ww==s 23

Mixing the so¢ial enticism of the artist with new —edia cppormunities resulted in the “Inside Out”
project that ran in the earhier days of C3 from 1997-98. "¢ nise of homelessness was one of the more
shocking elements of the mequities of the market system. md C= sought to draw attention to the problem.
The challenge was to approach the subject without further ~sinforcing the homeless as an “other,” outcasts
whose situation evoked pity but no understanding,

“Inside Cut” gave color disposable cameras to aporoxmesety 40 homeless persons in Budapest
and gave no wstructions aside from the mvitation to photzuraph those aspects of their everyday
experience that they felt important or interesting. They kzew tha their pictures would be viewed
eventually as part of a public exhibit and website. The phowirapoers were mterviewed about the photos
after they were printed and were compensated for their worik, The exhibition and website served to
humanize a marginal population while helping make hom=essness a topic for public debate.

3 also provides a service for NGOs 10 host their »eb pages and a directory of NGOs hosted on
('37s server. C3 was one of the first NGOs to offer a free ial-up smail system, which grew to over
300000 users (it was later sold to the Hunganan telephons commany Matav). lts mam web page looks
like a peniodic 1able of elemems. with elements as links 1o sther pases in the sie. There are current and
archived virtual exhibnts, digital video, sofiware to downiad, a sophisticated e-magazine and links to

international art databases.




Going beyond the innovative use of technology, C3 inself offers granis and residencies m suppon
of projects “which demonstrate an expanded exploration of digital media technology, display creative
usage of the Internet, and which offer challenging and mnovanve 1deas regarding commumecation and
culture™ (Eisenstein 1999). C3 sees itself as a space for mmnovation in the use and even creation of digital
tools and as a place where the spheres of art. science and technology can meet and cooperate.  Andrea
Szekeres, (375 program director, sees (3 not as a “center” in the traditional sense, but as an organization
that treats its users as “producers of knowledee = “They mught not think they are producers of knowledge
but they are” she told us. “We help them be a knowledge source.”

Szekeres’ comment is telling, because 11 points 1o the shift discussed above from information to
knowledge. from users and producers (o users gs prodocers. Interactive technology may be a necessary
development for this shift, but it 15 not sufficient  The mformanon broker model remains dominant lor
reasons of expedience and mertia; the promise of revenve from gaining rents is a more familiar bet than
from facilitating knowledge networks. Knowledze-based organizanons also face bemng held to account in
multiple registers, an inherently unstable situation thay requires ingenuity and flexibility.

Yet as NGOs adapt to changing environments they will increasingly be faced with a need to re-
evaluate their roles, Co-existing and competing evaluanve principles within i an orgamzation will
increase as interaction with governments, private funders. business, other NGOs and constituents
becomes more complex. The conjunction of globalizanon and privatzation that forms the environment
for NGOs in transition couniries will make it ditficult ro operate successfully on a stnct informanon
brokerage model, How is this tension between informanon and knowledge models manifesting itself

among NGOs?

“Meta-NGOs" and the virtual public sphere
We confront this tension in the emergence ol "rmeta-NGOs.” These orgamizanons’ promary
- purpose is to provide information and assistance 10 other NGOs, including databases and online services,

and they strive to serve as clearinghouses for a country” s NGO commumity in whole or in part (cf.
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Fazekas 2001). Today there 15 ar least one. and usually more. such orgamization in each country. A
typical example is the Slovak NGO Changenet. which bills iself as the “virtual community of Slovak not-
for-profit citizens’ organizagions,” Changenet provides a press service for NGOs to centralize their press
releases, a calendar of events organized bv NGOs, a classified advertising area for NGO-related 1ssues
(services, spare resources, jobs), databases on funding and news media organizations, and a subjects area
{environment. human rights, youth. charitv) that provides both ormigmal content in the form of
explanations and FAQS as well as texts of selected laws and how-to manuals.

The organization also provides a gallery for a “"photographic perspective”™ on issues important to
NGOs, Parncuolar to Changenet 1s a secnon providing informanon about a Slovak council of NGO
organizations. A thematic link page i1s broken down imo topics that generally mirror the subject areas.
Accounis with five email addresses. web space. access 1o online conferences and pnivate areas of 1ts web,
technical support and rraiming 1s avallable to NGOs for a nommal fee. Changenet 1s orgamzed like a house
with many rooms to visit and amble through, Design i1s important to the function of meta-sites, and they
tend 1o pay more artennon to 1110 general than other ~GOs (except for an-based sies).

While based on the information brokerage model, where the meta-NGO acts as a conduit for
information. their use of the Internet often leads to the creanon of networks of commumcation beyond the
purview of the orgamzation. A lension anses concermng the level of “control” and posiiomng of the
meta~NGO in relation to i1s consttuents tn what we can label the virtual public sphere: NGO sub-
networks are often under the “junsc -non~ of the meta-NGO 1n cases where the meta-orgamzation
provides member NGOs with a website, server space. connectivity, ramnmg and guidelines, and
individual users with moderated environments for communicanon

The meta-NGOs would like to be the pnmary. if not the sole. provider of these kinds of services
1o their specific NGO community  [n the language of advernsmeg, they aim to be “category killers” and
avoud redundancy through consohidation  ‘While this kind of consolidation may make sense given
resolrce scarcity, 1l raises quesnons as 1o whether it noght dull the community pature of the web. The

logic of consolidation confronts the desirability of diversity,
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A second tension presents itself in the meta-NGOs' wish to generate income to support their
operations. The virtual public sphere is run through very real computers. servers, and connections, all of
which costs money. At what pomnt does the need to charge for services or partmer with commercial
¢nterprises sacrifice an organization’s autonomy or comrmutment to social justice? It is not clear that this
15 necessanly a problem, because it 15 also possible that entrepreneurial elements of NGOs are what allow
for creanive solutions. Yet it could lead to a crisis of legitimacy if badly handled or if the result 15 ¢co-
aptation or commeércial-dominanon.

Despite these 1ensions. meta-NGOs have great relevancy for shaping the virtual public sphere
because of their claims to be representative and their high visibility in search engines and links.
Klon/Jawor in Poland is an example of the most sophisticated vpe.” Originally a developer of a non-
profit database, it shifted m the late 1990s from gathening data on NGOs in Poland to providing more
tailored information for Polish NGOs, This, in turn, developed not just into providing informanon about
and for NGOs. but also into promoting the flow of information between them. Thus shift necessitated
setting up a means for NGOs 10 gain Internet aceess and resulted in an Intermnet program that sought 1o
electronically integrate the NGO sector via an Internet server (www.ngo.pl). This was then
complimented by its own extensive website ( www klon org.pl) and a non-commercial free service for
NGOs (free.ngo.pl), which curremly has approximately 2,000 accounts. Plans were underway mn fall
2000 w develop a template for websites that NGOs could use to quickly and efficiently gain a web
presence by filling in the form and generating the website.

Klon/Jawor is a rextbook case of how an NGO was transformed by its relationship 1o information
to become a central node. Its founders were a group of sociologists from the University of Warsaw, lis
carly years as the developer of a (print) database on NGOs made Klon/Jawor a place for NGOs 1o tumn 1o

for informanon about the rapidly developing sector. A dense network grew up with Klon/Jawor as a

" The discussion of Klon/Jawor, and the Hungarian NGOs draws on Erzsebet Fazekas® research for the project. Her
full report is available on the Interactive Technology and Civil Society website { www columbia eduw/cu/iserpiites),
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central node, and it became even more essential 1o other NGOs as it gradually moved many of its
databases to the web and added services such as free emal and website hostng.

In 2000, the organization became fully independent (it had been affiliated with an sider civil
sogiety organization. the “Regardless of the Weather™ Foundation) and it now presides over a physical
and virtual network as the head of a consorum of 12 smaller centers that support Polish NGOs (known
as Splat). Like many other NGOs, Klon/Jawor took advantage of privatization and struck a deal with the
rovernment 1o acquire its Own building, renamed the Szpitalna Center. which it now shares with mine
other NGOs. Working closely with the Batory Foundanon, the local representative of the Soros Open
Society Institute, Klon/Jawor seems to have rather comfortably aid claim to #ts central and progressive
role i the Polish NGO sector.

Erzsebet Fazekas argues that the cohesive nature of Klon/Jawor is a function of country-specific
factors. where cooperanve networks morphed relatively panlessly into a formalized structure. Hungarian
meta-NGOs did not exhubit the social intimacy and camaraderte that were the nom at the Szpitalna
Center; rather, their relations were pervaded by distrust and competition, This distrust was, in part,
caused by a more pronounced generational split. in which a younger generation of activists who
increasingly adopt the thetone of professionalizanon clash with an older generanon’s commitments to
LTASSIOOLS OTEAMZING.

[t:'was 1n this context that a planned Hunganan cooperative venture to establish an NGO portal for
the region went sour, pantly because of distrust berween two organizations that we will refer to by the
psendonyms “Informaton Central” and “Civic Sector Action ™ Like Klon/Jawor, both were the products
of acadermes. “Information Central” (1C) saw 118 pnmary role as information gathenng and
disseminanion, while “Civic Sector Action™ (CSA) focused on consulting and training to build
sustainability. Both NGOs were constrained by the competinion for limited funds that affects all NGOs
the region to vanous degrees. As one program director ar a third Hungarian NGO put t. all local
toundations wanted to be the only source for informaunon and. significantly, be closest to the Soras

Foundanon.
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The cooperanve plan to establish an NGO envisioned “an interactive mformation and
communication platform,” where both civil society actors and representatives from other sectors could
commumecate. Meant nat just for Hungary but for al! of Central and Eastern Europe, this portal aimed to
mprove NGOs' services through the use of “new media technologies and the knowledge resources of 1ts
members™ that would help their ¢lients *form communines around various areas of interest and will
devise independent projects in collaboranon with others.” This enhanced communication and
interactivity was to be achieved through chat rooms. IRC, histservs, forums and the availability of
technical know-how (in Fazekas 2001},

Yet. while the focus was on collaboration and unlization of knowledge resources. neither
organtzation was particularly keen on cooperanon. CSA possessed neither the resources nor the
willingness to shoulder all the costs. To win a grant tor this project. it felt the need to augment its
strengths with a parmer that had experience in informanon disseminanon. IC seemed a pertect choice, as
CSA could stmultaneously increase its own profile bv bemg the lead organization in the grant and, in the
process, eliminate [C as a nval 11 overlapping areas while using 1ts resources

IC approached the overtures for cooperation warily, and distrust overcame potential mutual
interests, resulting in fallure. Iromcally, 1t was 1C which, late in 2000, received a prestigious grant to
create a very similar, though less ambitious, portal, the goal of which is to “to make accessible at one
place all the services and information now dispersed in a structured way™ (in Fazekas 2001)." As of
surnmer 2001 this portal has nor ver been launched.

Klon/lawor and the Hungarian NGOs generally find themselves followmng the technology. often
pushed by the priorities of funders and pulled by the demands of their clients  They use interactive
technologies in an innovative way, yet they are only beginning to stress user innovation and tacit

knowledge, ar to combine technological know-how and socio-cultural insight in a collaborative

" The services will include a "nonprofit press observer,” & mailing list for civil organizations, 4 grant observer and
funders’ directory, search engines. darabases of NGOs, an online consultation service, a map of nonprofit service
providers, mtroductions to different NGOs, 8 matchmaking service for fundraising, setvice-seeking and problem
solving, and an online nonprofit bookstore (Fazekas 2001)



environment (Century 1999). They are. however —sonant ~rzanizanonal developments regarding an
emerging virtual public sphere and are an exampi: 1 the ramssnon from informanon 1o knowledge
among civil society actors,

If meta-NGOs are successtul in facilitating nowledes networks, then NGUs may become less a
space for the “antipolitics™ that charactenized i1 o2ietv uacesr the old regime than a sphere for what
might be called “para-politics,” concerned with mmmrving access to information and the ability of people
and groups to be aware of each other and collaborze. This 15 ot just the public space displaced mto the
virtual realm but a new type of interaction among =nviduas and orgamizations, [deally meta-NGOs will
become a vital part of a virtual public sphere strucized as an =merging networked social system that
dismibutes knowledge production along self-organzms prmces.

We have encountered these types of structoes in s with collaborative networks that span
organizational boundaries, These developments ir:-ease imeraependencies within the organization. But
because of the greater complexity of these feedbas: oops. cocrdinanon cannot be engineered, controlled,
or managed hierarchically, resulting m “distributer uthony™ Powell 1996) thar rmises new questions of
accountability

This situation anses because, as NGOs becene sites @ competing and coexisting evaluative
principles, they spread their accountability unevenr -etwesn zonstituents, board members, donors, and
the public { Edwards and Hulme 1996). This leaa: o in anencans proliferation of performance criena
that catches them between the value systems of humezss (eficizncy, selvency) and social missien
{adherence to principles, ideological agenda). [n uy est case thev may exploit these contradictions, but
the danger 1s real that actors who are accountable ac.ramg o =mmv principles become accountable to none

(Stark 2001,




Conclusion

NGOs such as C@MP. C3. and Klon/Jawor ar: zo-evoeving along with interactuive technology as
they move from brokering knowledge to facilitating ¢;_aboramon. develop hybrid entrepreneurial
programs, and create new orgamzational forms, such 2= the virmal meta-NGO. Since technology both
shapes and is shaped by the society from which it eme-zes (MacKenzie and Wajoman |985), C@MP's
media software and C3"s expenimental virtual art also —msforrs recfinalogy through their pracrices.

This same symbiotic process also wansforms = cial retmnons (DiMaggio et al. 2001, Marcuello
1998). Forexample, the linguistic codes that transmir ~>crally shared meamings are changing, as the
vocabulary of “listservs,” “baud rate,” “hyperlink™ anc e antendant jargon of the web becomes
commaonplace for educated users. Ongmally used in F-:hish. ese terms have now been translated or
adapted into local languages, so that initiation into the mguazes of technology is now easier for larger
numbers of people.

This new literacy brings with it altered social r=iations: within organizations that embrace new
technologies we observe an increase in social status among those who are proficient in the Janguage and
use of computers. The types of educational backgroun: and exoenience necessary for mobility within the
NGO world thus changes 1o include fluency with technziogy. =uch means not only literacy but
famulianty — a certain ease of interaction — with techno-ay.

This is significant because, at their most ambrnous, NGOs seek the kind of societal
trransformation that ultimately requires redefining pubi:: discourse 1o change social practices. The
shifting hnguistic codes mentioned above are one way = which the co-evolution of NGOs and technology
are embodying and fostering new practices. Others int zde chameing the way i which people relate 1o
the technology by, for example, coming (o rely on emz_ as a semural organizing (ool for any progressive
political campmgn. or challenging the idea of what consurutes sdequare access to computers and the

Internet (the se-called digital divide) in wavs that ultimstely arfact the distribution of resources,



For the future evolution of NGOs themseives, the networking affordances of interactive
technology are of kev importance. Broad networks linking people and orgamzanons across regrons are
not in themselves democratic. but they do help inszrutionalize methods of communication that are not
{yet) as easily suscepnble to censorship or monopoly control as communication was in the past. By
plaving a major role as the central actors in such mtersecting networks, even nationally-hased NGOs
could take on an additional role of facilitanng knowledge and collaboration beyond their provision of
“safety-nets” and “safery-valves” (as discussed above). In the most speculative way this development
could herald new roles for NGOs in the construction of a global civil society (see Salamon et al 2001)."

These organizanonal changes in NGOs — real and potential — are directly related to the Jarger
societal changes (posiive and neganve) that are mextricably mtertwmed with the use of technology:
changes in the circulation of information, the value and form of labor. the nature of the commadity. new
methods of political mobilizanon. new forms for rdennty and self-expression. The move toward
knowledge brokering and value-added informanon services shows NGOs are adapuing to the changing
political economy.

Some of the rewards are sustainability, innovanve capacity and transformanve potential. Some of
the challenges lie in the increased professicnalizanon of the voluntary sector. commercialization, the
proliferation of performance critena and accountability problems. For the countries of Eastem Europe
these 13sues have become particularly acute as thev seek to be pant of a more tiphtly integrated Europe.
More research is needed on how NGOs negotiate these opportunities and challenges as they increasingly
collaborate with state and market

Our observations are a snapshot of 2 pennod i great flux. The Internet as we know it may soon
merge into a mixed form of telephony and broadcasting thar could make “the Internet” with a capital “1" a

historical marker rather than a permanent descriptor of digital interactive technologies to come. Rather

" If NGOs institutionalize networks in which weak ties distribute nonredundant information to the widest possible
audience this could have meamngful social Implicatioss since weak ties form the best bridges across social worlds
and increase innovative potenrial (Granoverter |973, Bun 1992) If this were done primanly through online ties,




than predetermmne the outcomes of interactive technology s social effects, as futurologsts are wont to do,
we can rather view its advent as an “interstice,” in Georg Simmel’s sense of an opening that allows
people 10 produce innovative responses when large-scale change “disorganizes” the familiar world.
NGOs in Eastern Europe face a4 doubly disorganized world, for not only is transition itself a
rraumatic upsetnng of generations of conditioning, but NGOs today often find themselves ill-prepared for
the different tasks that face them despite therr predecessor’s earlier success in overthrowmng recaleitrant
regimes. We are cautiously hopeful that the affordances of interactive technology will be used creatively

by NGOs to confront the uncertainty heralded by the new century, rather than submur to its exigencies.

howeever, they would still have 1o be sufficiemly strong to provide even the minimum benefits of weak ties, & poimt
on which there is some disagreement (Walsh and Gabbay 1997)
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