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Following the scheme in Boyte and Kari, I have tried to classify various forms of community-minded information work based on their three notions of citizenship and politics.

Civics

In the civics view, the primary public activity is decision-making, and the outcome is an allocation of available resources. This scheme can also be extended to private decision-making activity (e.g., consumption decisions in markets) if the aggregate of those private decisions has public consequences.

Information as Input

Information can be an input to public decision-making processes. This leads to several kinds of useful information projects and products:

1. Wider accessibility of information can enable broader and deeper participation rather than leaving decision-making to a small elite. Examples: voter guides, consumer guides, how-to manuals on civic processes, environmental impact statements, muckracking journalism that exposes corruption of elite decision-makers. 

2. Better information can lead to decisions that better meet the goals of interested parties. Example: analytic public policy studies of expected impacts of various policies allow advocates to pick which side of an issue they want to advocate for.

3. Better presentation of information can help advocates to be more persuasive. Example: spatial display of data in geographic information systems.

Information as Output/Subject

Information and information technology can also be the resource about which public decisions are made. Thus, there is advocacy work to be done around ensuring a fair distribution of these resources. Examples: e-rate, CTC funding, TIIAP, universal service fund, bandwidth set-asides. 

Community

In the communitarian view, the primary public activity is consensus and trust building and the outcome is a sense of community.

Information as Input

There are many ways that information and communication products and services can help in this process of consensus and trust building. Information systems can reduce the costs of communication and coordination. And they can provide media for expressing cultural artifacts that contribute to a sense of history and group identity. Examples: online discussion forum, group email lists, cultural heritage preservation and presentation, local news and event calendars, reputation/feedback systems, photo directories, prayer books and hymnals.

Information as Output??

The classification system breaks down for me here. It doesn't seem like information products and services are consequences or subjects of this process. Perhaps I'm not thinking about it the right way.

Public Work

In the public work view, the primary public activity is to produce the commonwealth, or what economists call public goods. Goods are "public" if they are non-excludable and non-rival. Non-excludable means that, once produced, no one can be excluded from benefiting from them. Non-rival means that if one person uses the good, it does not reduce the value of it to someone else. City streets, clean air, and national defense are the classic examples of public goods. Ideally, in this view, these "public goods" should be produced by the public (not an elite) and the work and the products should be visible to others who may not have been involved in the work.

Information as Input

Information systems can help:

1. coordinate participation in public work. Example: volunteer matching.

2. Publicize work, making it visible. Example: community journalism.

3. Critique work, making it accountable. Example: public comment areas.

4. Enhance the internal operations of organizations that perform public work. Example: tech support to non-profit organizations.

Information as Output

There are some information products and services that are effectively public goods, and so participating in their production could be a form of public work. Example: open source software development.

In essence, any information product or service that is a useful input to any of the processes (civic, community, or public work) is itself a public good, and its creation, if done by the public and in public, could be public information work.

