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Introduction 

U •• • 'Strait is the gate, and narrow is the way to Heaven', St Matthew had warned. So 
widen the bandwidth, the cyberists were answering" (Slouka, 1995, p.27). 

Mark Siouka's mixed metaphor rather bluntly draws attention to what he 
sees as a simplistic equation commonly drawn between broadening access to 
information and communication technologies (ICTs), and social inclusion. 
Indeed, building a knowledge society by technological means is seen to be 
enlightened and inescapably logical; yet technological determinism in this 
vein is regularly critiqued (Trend, 2001; Naisbitt, 2001; Wresch, 1996; 
Postman, 1992). 

The goal of our current research is to gather and assess evidence of change 
in communities of new Internet users, in an effort to answer the question of 
whether use of the Internet has a positive or negative correlation with strong 
community. In this paper we argue for the appropriateness of a longitudinal 
qualitative methodology as a means of achieving this goal. Our specific focus 
is the Computers in Homes (CIH) scheme in New Zealand that attempts to 
use free Internet access through free computers for poor families as a means 
to build community capacity. What connection can be ascertained between 
Internet access and use, and the development of inclusive communities? 

Our discussion begins by touching on the complex debates about whether an 
investment in creating an "e-community" (Thomson, 2002) through ICTs is 
likely to build a stronger community: here we note the divergence of opinion 
between techno-utopians or "techno-visionaries" (Slouka, 1995, p. 14) and 
dystopians. However, we do so relatively briefly, since the purposes of this 
paper are best served by clarifying what we mean by "community", and 
familiarising readers with our research setting; therefore we move on to 
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overviews of our three research sites in New Zealand. In explaining our 
methodology, we refer to a number of international studies of ICT and 
community to show how our research design has been developed, outlining 
also the means by which the chosen data collection methods are intended to 
cast light on our central research question: what is the correlation between 
ICT use for novices and community at a number of levels? 

Theoretical background 

Our research springs from a context of lively debate about community and 
how it is best nurtured: on the one hand, scholars assert that real 
community emerges only from authentic interpersonal communication, and 
on the other, that computer-mediated, materially disembodied 
communication may lead to some other type of community, encapsulated 
famously in Howard Rheingold's metaphor of "homesteading on the electronic 
frontier" (1993). Some argue that computer-mediated communication (CMC) 
lacks the social cues that accompany face-to-face or telephone contexts, 
leaving the participants in a virtual limbo (Culnan & Markus, 1987, cited in 
Walther & Burgoon, 1992). Others such as Shah, Kwak, and Holbert refer to 
"the illusion of face-to-face social interaction and belonging" (2001, p.145) 
inherent in new media. Such frameworks of deficit imply that when people 
communicate via ICTs, their interactions are less authentic than the real 
thing. In this viewpoint CMC is a less than ideal way of establishing and 
maintaining the networks that are the essence of community, in John 
Dewey's sense of communication being the glue that establishes and 
perpetuates the things that members of a community have in common, and 
which make it a community (1916, cited in Hindman, 1998, p. 27). 

Against this is the argument that the type of community engendered by 
online networks is, after all, fostered by shared interests rather than shared 
characteristics such as gender, stage in the Iifecycle or socio-economic status 
(Wellman, 1999). It is also pertinent to consider Granovetter's weak ties 
principle, implying that the Internet represents a significant opportunity to 
enhance community through its fostering of multiple weak ties that can 
transmit information to a much greater number of people than strong (local) 
ties: 

weak ties, often denounced as generative of alienation (Wirth, 1938) are ... seen as 
indispensable to individuals' opportunities and to their integration into communities; 
strong ties, breeding local cohesion, lead to overall fragmentation (1973, p. 1378). 

In this sense, the Internet may be a mechanism that facilitates a broader, 
thinner type of community: not inferior, just different. 

In various ways, then, commentators are divided between utopian and 
dystopian views of the Internet and society: on the one hand, online 
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communication is thought to be creating alienation and anomie; and on the 
other, freedom from oppression and despair (Barlow, 1994). Cyber
pessimists see the Internet as undermining our willingness to engage with 
the world in traditional ways, by providing time-consuming requirements for 
"cues filtered out" (Culnan & Markus, 1987, cited in Walther & Burgoon, 
1992, p. 53) synthetic communication that takes us away from face-to-face 
interactions. Additionally, this type of argument is connected to the idea that 
communication is a zero-sum game: engaging in more of one kind of 
communication inevitably means doing less of other kinds, a view held by 
Robert Putnam in his time displacement hypothesis (Moy, Scheufele, & 
Holbert, 1999), which argues, for example, the more time we spend 
watching television the less we will be involved in activities outside the home. 
On the other hand, recent research is available showing that "the Internet 
can be used to increase neighbourhood social capital and the connectivity of 
local social networks" (Hampton, 2002, p. 301): this author disputes the 
zero-sum hypothesis, arguing "greater home-centred ness does not 
necessarily mean less interpersonal or public interaction" (ibid.). 

Some find the fervour of the "digerati" (Slouka, 1995) chilling: the future of 
the human community is "the digital hive [that] argues ... human beings will 
succeed in wiring themselves together to such an extent that 
individualism ... will cease to exist [and what will take its place is] our 
collective identity, the global mind" (ibid., p. 96). Ardent talk (online) of 
these utopian visions can be unnerving, considering that all the worst 
moments of human history have been "when we have been as groups" (ibid., 
p. 107), and the notion of a communal, mass self "ready to swarm at a 
moment's notice" represents a disturbing cultural shift fostered by our 
increasing reliance on, or acceptance of the inevitability of, abstract 
communication. 

John Naisbitt's take on the way technology is connecting us but paradoxically 
separating us is to argue, "sitting alone in a room 'talking' in a chat room on 
the Internet ... does not constitute community" (2001, p. 29). This is the 
conundrum we wish to pursue in our study of people who have previously 
had no access to the Internet. To what extent, if at all, does the Internet 
create a sense of belonging to 'community' of different types and at different 
levels? How much are one's personal networks enhanced, and to what 
extent does the use of the Internet have an impact on one's geographical, 
place-based community? 

Our New Zealand research is significant for its positioning within the tensions 
implied in "scholarly debates about the growth of computer-mediated 
communication (CMC) and concerns for the loss of civil society and the 
increased individualisation and privatisation of life in the Western world" 
(Hampton, 1999, p. 50), and in the analysis of specific community evidence 
that will help to clarify the debate within a local setting. While it is generally 
hoped, and in fact assumed, that ICTs have a positive influence on the 
character of social life and people's contribution to the community, it is not at 
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all clear whether this optimism is justified. John Seely Brown and Paul 
Duguid (2000) critique the "strong claim" (p. 17) of "infoenthusiasts" (p. 12) 
that "seems to be ... in the new world individuals can hack it alone with only 
information by their side ... living in the undifferentiated global village" (p. 
17). 

Our broad goal is to assess the social impact of the Internet on novice users 
within three distinct suburban communities in the same large metropolitan 
area in New Zealand. We are approaching this assessment at several levels: 
community, interpersonal networks, households and individuals. For the 
purposes of this paper, therefore, it is important that we establish what we 
mean by community, and to sketch out the characteristics of the three 
communities to be researched. 

Community and neighbourhood 

We have attempted to distinguish between community and neighbourhood 
because our research focus is a community/IeT scheme within defined urban 
areas. Each of these could be thought of loosely as neighbourhoods, but our 
goal is to assess any correlation between Internet use and community in a 
more diffuse sense. Popular usage suggests that while the two terms have a 
good deal in common (such as interdependence within a given group of 
individuals), and tend to be used as synonyms, neighbourhood is a term that 
has more to do with geography or "nearness" (Casey, 1997, cited in Kearns 
& Parkinson, 2001, p. 2104) than community, a word often used broadly to 
indicate groups with different dimensions of connection, such as an online 
community. Wellman (1999) differentiates between community, "a pre
eminently social phenomenon" (p. xiv), and neighbourhood, "an inherently 
spatial phenomenon" (ibid.) or "living space" (Meegan & Mitchell, 2001, p. 
2172). A community "can be primarily geographical ... yet ... can be a social 
product or social process" (Hindman, 1998, p. 28), and therefore community 

as a social process, which does not rely on geographical proximity, "emphasises the 
social effort to create community through common endeavour and shared interest" (ibid., 
citing Stamm & Fortini-Campbell, 1983). 

A crucial word here is "effort", since it implies a consciously desired 
commonality, echoing Clifford Christians' definition of a "moral community", 
which 

demonstrates more than mere interdependence; it is characterized by mutuality, a will
to-community, a genuine concern for the other apart from immediate self-interest ... An 
act is morally right when compelled by the intention to maintain the community of 
persons; it is wrong if driven by self-centredness (Christians, Ferre & Fackler, 1993, cited 
in Griffin, 1997, p. 401). 
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It makes sense to reflect on the extent to which it is possible to "maintain 
the community of persons", to "weigh interests not [one's] own" in the 
online medium, - and to what extent the virtual community "is characterized 
by ... a will-to-community" (Griffin, 1997, p.401). 

So communities are inherently social, and can be said to be about 
relationships, whereas neighbourhoods are about boundaries (Wellman, 
1999; Hindman, 1998), a distinction that has its origins in Ferdinand Tennies' 
Gesellschaft and Gemeinschaft (1887, cited in Wellman, 1999). Tennies 
"suggested that associations of people in cities might be different than those 
in small towns" (Hindman, 1998, p. 29), and his ideas about the pastoral 
ideal of communality and close social relationships of rural communities - set 
against the lack of cohesion and weaker relationships supposedly 
characteristic of industrial cities - have been influential in social research, 
embodying as they do a residual anxiety about the consequences of 
industrial and social change. A yearning for a return to closer communities 
and a concern that people's online interactions may undermine involvement 
in "real life" communities may be misplaced, according to Barry Wellman, 
since "most contemporary communities in the developed world do not 
resemble rural or urban villages where all know all and have frequent face
to-face contact" (1999, p. 348), and so suspicion of the Internet as some 
kind of ethereal villain responsible for increasing social alienation is 
unwarranted. 

Community and neighbourhood are inherently intertwined. We intend to be 
flexible in the use of these terms, because a Significant part of an ideal of 
community is a picture of neighbourliness, even while "community" has 
broadened to become a reified abstraction that can exist in a global sense (as 
in the online community). That neighbourliness can be a subset of 
community and vice versa is seen, for example, in the UK's Social Exclusion 
Unit's strategy for securing social cohesion: 

The most powerful resource in turning around neighbourhoods should be the 
community itself. Community involvement can take many forms: formal volunteering; 
helping a neighbour; taking a part in a community organisation. It can have the triple 
benefit of getting things done that need to be, fostering community links and building 
the skills, self-esteem and networks of those who give their time (SEU, 1998, cited in 
Meegan and Mitchell, 2001, p. 2168). 

Meegan and Mitchell (2001) go on to argue the importance of neighbourhood 
in the social exclusion context, given that for certain groups such as the 
elderly and the unemployed, the neighbourhood has "heightened importance" 
(p. 2174), and can be thought of as a "place-based community" (p. 2179), 
an extremely useful definition for our study, since we begin with three small, 
school-based neighbourhood communities. The importance of place for 
community resonates in fiction with the ideas of novelist Annie Proulx, who is 
interested in the idea "that a geographical location can be so complex, it 
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determines the identity of the people who live there ... Proulx believes that 
about 95% of identity ... is influenced by where we live" (Gilchrist, 2003, 
p.15). While obviously we will want to establish what kind of community is 
sustained for our new Internet users in the online sense, we will be keenly 
interested too in how these connect with the place-based community. 

Above all, in a study exploring what happens within a community locality, 
and to the quality of community with the arrival of the Internet and all its 
potential for vastly increasing families' interactions with the wider world, it 
will be most important to think of both neighbourhood and community as 
"open systems" (Onyx & Bullen, 2000, in Winter, 2000, p. 127) that are fluid 
and changing, not as fixed, unitary entities. We intend to examine both what 
happens within the geographical settings over an extended period of time, 
and how a sense of belongingness (community) is altered in a broader sense. 

Social exclusion, digital inclusion 

Particularly since the 1980s and the end of totalitarian communism, people 
around the world have been seeking alternative ways of creating social 
justice, as is seen in the "digital divide" preoccupation with achieving it 
through technological means. The Internet is being seen as having 
"democratising potential" (Rogers, 2000, p.6) through connecting the 
disadvantaged with decision-makers and empowering communities to 
determine their own futures "toward self-efficacy and collective efficacy" 
(Rogers, 2000, ibid., citing Bandura, 1998). Barry Wellman, renowned for 
his social network research since the 1960s, also takes the Internet on board 
optimistically, stating "the Internet increases people's social capital, 
increasing contact with friends and relatives who live nearby and far away" 
(2001, ~1). He has argued "it is becoming clear that the Internet is not 
destroying community but is resonating with and extending the types of 
networked community that have already become prevalent in the developed 
Western world" (2001, Community networks on- and offline section, ~9), 
seeing it as a mechanism working for stronger community. 

Robert Putnam has been influential in arguing that, because the quality of 
public life is shaped and underpinned by the degree to which a society is 
characterised by social networks of various kinds, together with its degree of 
"civic engagement" (1995, p.66), that a decline in such indicators as voter 
turnout and membership of sports, church and other community groups is 
evidence of an unravelling of social fabric in America. Putnam's arguments 
about social capital in decline attribute the trend in large part to technological 
causes, and his views have been influential despite being somewhat 
unexamined: for example, it may be that social capital is to be found now 
more in workplaces, since people spend more time there, rather than 
residential neighbourhoods. Nevertheless Putnam's influence is to be seen 
not only in the academic sphere but also in politicians' approaches to social 
policy, creating impetus for interest in the related phenomenon of "social 
exclusion" and the ideal of connected communities achieved through holistic 
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approaches. The Blair government in the UK has for some years now 
employed the language of social exclusion systematically not only in the 
rhetorical setting of political speech making but also in its policies (Meegan & 
Mitchell, 2001) and agencies such as the Social Exclusion Unit: 

Social exclusion is a shorthand label for what can happen when people or areas suffer 
from a combination of linked problems such as unemployment, poor skills, low incomes, 
poor housing, high crime environments, bad health and family breakdown (Social 
Exclusion Unit, n.d., 'lf1) . 

... Social exclusion is about income but it is about more. It is about prospects and 
networks and life-chances. It's a very modem problem, and one that is more harmful to 
the individual, more damaging to the self-esteem, more corrosive for society as a whole, 
more likely to be passed down from generation to generation, than material poverty. 
Getting government to act more coherently is key. Everyone knows that the problems of 
social exclusion ... are woven together ... Joined-up problems demand joined-up solutions 
(Blair, 1997, '\[8-12). 

These definitions also characterise the urban community settings of our New 
Zealand "Computers in Homes" research. One of them, a suburb called 
Clendon, has experienced a range of social problems in recent years that are 
now being approached in an integrated way described as "building 
community capacity" by a key informant in our research (G.Freeman, 
personal communication, July 30, 2003), a Community Renewal manager for 
the government agency Housing New Zealand. Computers in Homes is but 
one of a range of initiatives that Housing New Zealand is implementing to 
strengthen a troubled community. 

Recent studies have highlighted the importance of identifying the 
mechanisms by which social capital, which shores up the performance of 
communities (Winter, 2000), is developed, established and maintained. 
Social commentators concur that there is a strong inter-relationship between 
improved social and economic outcomes, civic engagement and norms of 
trust and reciprocity (Fukuyama, 1995; Winter, 2000). However thinkers are 
ranged along both sides of "The Community Question" (Wellman, 1999, p.2): 
those who argue that we are seeing "an intensifying process of 
disengagement with the public sphere and a retreat into the personal" 
(Bunting, 2000, p.ll), an "increasing fragmentation of life in the West ... the 
loss of community structures, the breakdown of the family" (siouka, 1995, p. 
32), critiques that are echoed in a debunking of the "global village" metaphor 
(McLuhan & Fiore, 1968, cited in Fortner, 1993, p. 23) that has enjoyed wide 
currency since the 1970s, "communication across distances does not 
reproduce the intimacy that is the hallmark of village life ... or involve 
[people] democratically" (1993, p.24). Others who are sceptical about the 
so-called decline in social capital, argue, however, "community, of course, 
has never been lost" (Wellman, 1999, p. xiv). 

So, is the Internet effectively a panacea for social exclusion? Is "cyberspace" 
(Gibson, 1984, in Swerdlow, Psihoyos & Carroll, 1995, p. 30; Barlow, 1994) a 

7 



medium capable of building and sustaining community ties, or is it turning 
users into social isolates? Is the Internet "the great leveller" (Lucas, 2002)? 
The technological determinism inherent in such claims assumes that 
broadening access to ICTs will create desirable social change; yet it is 
conceivable that despite well-intentioned attempts to close social gaps by 
increasing access to and use of the Internet, this will have a paradoxical 
effect of undermining community. Time spent interacting with a computer 
may reduce individuals' motivation to participate in the more traditional 
forms of social networking (Slouka, 1995; Cochrane, 2002) and even 
increase Internet users' feelings of isolation (Kraut, Patterson, Lundmark, 
Kiesler, Mukhopadhyay, & Scherlis, 1998). This could be a salient factor in 
any local ICT research because recent NZ studies have suggested that 
modern urban environments may create the conditions for social isolation 
(Williams, Comrie & Sligo, 2001; Williams, 2001; Sligo & Williams, 2002). 

Wellman asserts that because the type of community engendered by online 
networks is fostered by shared interests rather than shared characteristics 
such as gender, stage in the lifecycle or socio-economic status, access to the 
Internet can be empowering for otherwise low status, disenfranchised groups 
(1999, p. 352) whose identities can be obscured online. In this sense, 
extravagant praise of the Internet's potential for redressing the social 
balance, for example that it could "restore a moral and ethical balance to 
society" (Grunwald, 2002) is a claim that may be worth reflecting on in the 
concluding stages of our study, although it is a tall order for technology alone 
to fill, and to consider its validity is to go beyond the scope of this study. 

New Zealand setting and study areas 

Communities of "information haves" and "information have-nots" have been 
identified in the New Zealand setting just as in other developed nations, 
despite an upward trend overall in Internet access. In the case of New 
Zealand, an assortment of descriptive data, described as a "stocktake" 
(Maharey & Swain, 2000, ~3) that is "sparser than in other developed 
countries" (ibid., ~6) does nevertheless imply possible social consequences of 
inequitable distribution of technologies that appear to be connected with 
differentials in economic and social progress, according to US digital divide 
researcher Pippa Norris (2001). New Zealand government ministers admit 
that the data are patchy, and although "we know a fair amount ... further 
work is required to determine the significance of the [digital divide] problem, 
and the appropriate policy responses to these" (Maharey & Swain, 2000, 
~154). New Zealand, they say, "has not had an organised strategy ... in the 
same way that other developed countries, such as the US, the UK, Canada 
and Australia have", (ibid., ~246): 

All of these countries have accepted that in the information age, people without leT 
access and skills may be left behind very quickly ... New Zealand is clearly behind in this 
race. It is crucial that New Zealand makes immediate efforts to catch up, at the very least 
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because the e-commerce and e-government strategies depend on having a "critical mass" 
of e-literate citizens. 

New Zealand's social democrat government has elected to carefully resource 
community ICT to assist those on the wrong side of the digital divide, who 
are 

most likely to be ... those who experience multiple dimensions [of disadvantage] such as 
... rural Maori or low-income people with disabilities. These are the people that 
government should be most concerned about, if it wishes to equalise opportunities to 
participate in the knowledge society (Maharey & Swain, 2000, ,155). 

The pursuit of the elusive knowledge economy has become a governmental 
priority through "increasing the 'connectedness' of the system ... because we 
need to be a smart nation" (Maharey, 2002a, p. 2). Such strategic visions 
presume knowledge to be inevitably linked with technology, and yet 
"'knowledge' is a word that connects us with the entire manifold of human 
experience and not just the products of high-tech genius" (Hinchcliff, 2002, 
p. A19). Some awareness of this issue seems to be present in the Ministry of 
Social Services digital divide website: "helping those people at the wrong end 
of the continuum is not simply about providing computers" (Maharey & 
Swain, 2000, ~156), and "it may be possible to address several dimensions 
with one intervention" (ibid.). Thus in this framework of trying "best bet" 
strategies for social inclusion, the New Zealand government is targeting its 
resources via "synergies ... using existing access sites like schools for other 
purposes, such as adult education" (ibid., ~157), and "partner[ingJ with local 
government, the private sector, the community sector, and Maori and Pacific 
groups, in delivering policy responses" (ibid.). An example of the "single 
intervention" strategy is Computers in Homes, the focus of our research, a 
long-term study which promises to provide some of the data the government 
has said it wants, in the area of Internet use in low socio-economic suburbs 
with multiple social problems. 

What are the dimensions of the digital divide in New Zealand? In this nation 
of approximately four million people, 1.1 million of whom live in its largest 
city, Auckland (Statistics New Zealand, 2001a), growth in both the proportion 
of households with a computer, up to 46.6% at the end of 2001 from 32.9% 
in 1998 (Ministry of Economic Development, 2002, ~ 2.1), and the 
percentage of people with access to the Internet at any location, up from 
42% in 1998 to 72% at the end of 2001 (ibid., ~ 2.2), has been rapid. 
However, as Lisa Servon (2002) notes, "in virtually all countries, Internet 
users tend to be young, urban, male, and relatively well educated and 
wealthy" (p. 1), and this is a trend borne out in New Zealand where statistics 
show that "groups most likely to be disadvantaged ... are: Maori and Pacific 
Island peoples, those on low incomes, sole parents, older people, people with 
low or no qualifications or poor literacy, the unemployed or underemployed, 
people in areas lacking a sound telecommunications structure such as rural 
areas, women and girls, and people with disabilities" (Maharey & Swain, 
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2000, 11 4). These groups are over-represented in the poorest suburbs of 
Auckland, which generally are located in the southern parts of the city and 
include Panmure, Clendon and Papakura, the suburbs where we are 
undertaking our research. "South Auckland" is a generic label that carries 
negative connotations, for its sub-texts of high levels of crime and 
unemployment, and other negative social statistics. 

AUCKLAND REGION, NORTH ISLAND OF NEW ZEALAND 

J'\,UCKLAND It!'::Qlf.m 

/ . 

1. CLENDON COMMUNITY RENEWAL (Manukau City) 

Located between Auckland's southern motorway and a tidal mudflat 
coastline, Clendon is a relatively new residential zone of low-cost housing 
dating from the mid-1980s, and since 2001 it has been the site of a Housing 
New Zealand Corporation (HNZC) "Community Renewal" initiative, since its 
rapid growth and multi-ethnic residential in-flow has resulted in a number of 
social problems. Here, the government's housing agency is actively engaged 
in "a partnership programme between HNZC and people living and working in 
renewal areas to promote safe, healthy and confident communities" (Housing 
New Zealand, 2003). 

The overarching goal of community renewal is to foster strong and sustainable 
communities. Community Renewal is about more than just housing. It also seeks to 
address community issues around employment, safety, health, education and social 
service delivery ... Based on 2001 census statistics there are ... approximately 1,600 
dwellings of which 540 are HNZC homes ... The Manukau City Council, other 
stakeholder groups and residents will have a key role in the process. 

This statement echoes the definition cited earlier of social exclusion and ·of 
desirable responses to it (Blair, 1997). An example of the strategies involved 
is that the HNZC office is a regular house in a poor suburban street, not the 
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main shopping street, as has been the norm for social services agencies in 
the past: it is easier for residents to get to, and perhaps looks less 
institutional and intimidating. The adoption of CIH in this area as one 
component in a multi-faceted approach to community regeneration will serve 
as an interesting comparison to our other two school-based sites, since it 
encompasses more than simply a school-based initiative. The study sample 
here will include up to twenty families from two separate primary schools 
who will join the scheme in October 2003, having had no private access to 
the Internet before. 

2. PANMURE BRIDGE SCHOOL (Manukau City) 

At the last reported census in 2001 the population of Panmure Basin was 
2,049 (Statistics New Zealand, 2001b). The area is characterised by a 
smaller proportion of under-15 year olds and a larger proportion of over-65 
year olds than in Auckland City and New Zealand as a whole. Panmure 
people are relatively less educated than Auckland dwellers in general, but of 
average income, and there are proportionally more residents of European 
("Pakeha") descent in the suburb than there are in Auckland overall. 
Occupations tend to be mostly "clerks". The proportion of households in 
Panmure Basin that had access to the Internet in 2001 was 38.1 percent, 
compared with 47.2 percent for Auckland City (Statistics New Zealand, 
2001b), a relative difference that is quite substantial. 

The specific group of interest to us is those families whose children attend 
Panmure Bridge School, since this is one of the original Computers in Homes 
(CIH) pilot projects. It is a small school of 195 (Education Review Office, 
2003), in which the ethnic composition is principally Maori and Pacific Island: 
"Maori 46%, Pakeha 9%, Tongan 16%, Samoan 9%, Niuean 6%, Cook Island 
2%, Other 12%" (ibid.). This lower proportion of Pakeha families in the 
school community than the Panmure community as a whole may indicate 
those families that have young school-aged children, and who are possibly 
newcomers to the area, are more likely to be Maori and Pacific Islanders, and 
the older residents are European. 

Funding has been found by the 2020 Communications Trust for an extra 
group of around 12 families to be able to join the project that has run in the 
school since 2000. The current principal, new to his role in February 2003, 
has expressed high hopes of are-invigorated CIH scheme at his school at a 
time of change and re-examination of school strategic planning, especially in 
the area of ICTs (R. Johnston, personal communication, 28 May 2003). He 
has approached the challenges of his job with cheerful energy and optimism, 
saying "I look at my role, as a rather strange role .. .I'm actually meant to 
empower the people who employ me" (ibid.). He sees the school as playing 
a crucial role in community-building, so that unlike in high-decilel schools 

1 New Zealand ran kings of school catchment areas on the basis of socio-economic level: 10 
represents the highest, and 1 the lowest socio-economic indicators. Panmure Bridge is ranked 
Decile la, indicating a community In the greatest social, economic and health need. 

11 



where community support can be taken for granted, in his situation the 
school itself is the starting point for (re)generation of social capital: 

in a higher decile school, the school tends to be the social event. It's the sort of focus, you 
know ... the parents are virtually fighting over running stalls ... They've got a roster who 
runs the library because there's too much argument and ... But, here, I think the school's 
got to be sort of like a bit more philanthropist ... to ... upskill the community ... be there to 
help them and they see the school in that respect. (ibid.). 

However in his view, Ministry of Education strategy and funding has been ad 
hoc, unreliable and insufficient: 

The Ministry also tends to work if there is a problem. IT the airplane's crashed on the 
runway, the Ministry will say, 'Yeah, we'll put money in to repair it'. IT the airplane's 
going down with three of its four engines not working, Ministry tends to say 'Well, wait 
till it's crashed, and we'll give you the money.' (ibid.). 

It seems that the business sector is not to be relied on either: "community 
funding or business funding ... doesn't really work" (ibid.), and yet he is 
prepared to make the best of the CIH opportunity to generate some 
momentum in the leT area, saying 

I don't mind sort of like working [as] a technician or doing some things in the evenings 
here ourselves .. .! put that down to community relations, and it's empowering education 
on a wider sphere than just the classroom. It'll hopefully filter back into the kids and 
everything here, in the school. .. if we get decent machines, and upgrade things here, I'd 
expect that parents could come in and use those, and you could promote it that way. 
Probably the best way of promotion is through the children. You know, they could buy 
into it, and maybe it's like that ... mother and daughter come down or bring the family 
down here and you do a little bit more with the family side of things, which sort of fits 
into the Island and Maori philosophy a little bit. 

However, having funding for improved leT resources is only a part of the 
task in a low-decile setting: "If it came down to the wire, would I have 
computers and leT over books and basic teaching resources? No, never" 
(ibid.). 

3. KELVIN ROAD SCHOOL, PAPAKURA 

Our third research site is located in the last suburb bordering Auckland city's 
southern motorway. This district is characterised by a comparatively 
younger population than that of Auckland as a whole, with a smaller 
proportion of older residents (Statistics New Zealand, 2DDlc); and it has a 
high proportion of Maori: "24.4% of people (9,456) in the Papakura District 
said they belong to the Maori ethnic group compared with all of New Zealand 
at 14.7%" and "a larger proportion of Pacific peoples (7.9%) and smaller 
proportion of Asian people (6.1%) compared with the whole of New Zealand 
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(at 6.5% and 6.6% respectively" (ibid.). Other census data show the 
population to be somewhat less educated than New Zealanders more 
broadly. Unemployment is also higher than New Zealand's average of 7.5%, 
at 8.9% (Statistics New Zealand, 2001c). 

Kelvin Road School, with a large roll of around 420, has a decile rating of 12 
(Education Review Office, 2003). Its special character is best illustrated by 
the ethnic make-up: Maori 75%, Pakeha (European) 14%, Samoan 5%, 
Cook Island Maori 3%, Niuean 2%, and Indian 1%, and the fact that it runs a 
Maori bi-lingual class and two immersion classes. Clearly, the proportion of 
Maori and Pacific Island students is much higher in the school than it is in the 
surrounding district. As in Clendon, at this school CIH is a new initiative, and 
the principal is aiming to recruit twenty families to join the scheme in 
October 2003, and these will be our third study sample. 

Computers In Homes 

The Computers in Homes pilot project "aims to narrow the digital divide in 
less-advantaged New Zealand communities whose schools are in the Decile 
13 socio-economic category" (Computers in Homes, 2003). The programme 
is an initiative of the 2020 Communications Trust, with financial support from 
the Ministry of Education, volunteer support from tertiary institutions and 
community groups, plus paid support technicians. A two-year pilot began in 
July 2000, in communities associated with schools in Cannons Creek 
(Porirua) and Panmure Bridge (South Auckland). Further projects have since 
been established. Families in each area have been provided with recycled 
Pentium 75-100 computers with Windows 95, MS Works, MS Word, a 
package of shareware educational games, modem, Internet connection and a 
phone line where necessary. Participating families pay $50 and sign an 
agreement which commits parents to attend five training sessions, call the 
designated technician if their computer develops faults, make family rules 
about use of the computer and the Internet, supervise use of the computer 
and teach a family member or neighbour the IT skills they have learned. 

Planning the research 

In common with similar research projects (such as the Netville4 studies 
reported by Keith Hampton and Barry Wellman, 1999), we prefer an 
ethnographic approach in order to uncover individuals' personal experiences 
of being Internet novices, and how their sense of belonging within various 
communities is affected. Like Hampton et al (1999), "when the opportunity 
arose to study [a] wired suburban development, we seized it" (p. 477). We 
share the goal of assessing questions such as "will life online replace, 

2 New Zealand rankings of school catchment areas on the basis of socio-economlc level: 10 
represents the highest, and 1 the lowest soclo-economic indicators. 
3 As above. 
4 "Netville" is a pseudonym. 
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complement, or supplant life in the flesh? What will be the fate of 
community? Will it atrophy ... will it foster new solidarities? Will the current 
'digital divide' continue?" (ibid.) 

Most importantly, we seek the personal testimony of individuals, over an 
extended period of around two years, through a combination of methods 
including repeated cycles of in-depth interviewing, and focus groups. The 
areas we are concentrating on, as broadly sketched out in the previous 
section, are the place of individuals within households in their community -
including their personal networks and their sense of attachment to the 
locality; their use of the Internet, which we anticipate will change over time, 
since they are new users; people's community involvement, including 
volunteerism, club activities and so on; and their attitudes to the role ICTs 
are playing in their lives. 

Patterns not hours 

A combination of quantitative and qualitative approaches in this study is 
designed to overcome the problem Shah, Kwak and Holbert point out (2001, 
p. 142) that "scholars often oversimplify the Internet, typically focusing on 
hours of use as opposed to patterns of use". A model consulted for the 
current research, in which patterns of use are assessed (Ball-Rokeach, Gibbs, 
Hoyt, Jung, Kim, Matei, Wilson, Yuan, and Zhang, n.d.), is the 
Metamorphosis study of a number of multi-ethnic communities in Los 
Angeles. This study of urban community is complex and multi-dimensional in 
order to allow patterns of belonging to emerge. While their "massive inquiry" 
(p. 1) has far broader goals than the present NZ study, asking "if the social 
fabric of our time is friendly to urban community" (ibid.), the longitudinal, 
multi-method design of our project will in a similar way permit discovery of 
patterns of use (dealing with time spent using the Internet, for example, and 
changes over time), complemented by a probing of attitudinal dimensions 
made possible in the face-to-face setting. It is important given the goals of 
the study that quality dimensions as well as quantity dimensions are 
recorded for analysis. 

Three factor design 

Our research question asks what is the correlation between leT use and 
strengthened community at family, neighbourhood and civic levels, for novice 
users? We have designed an interview format consisting of questions 
grouped together as three factors, these being 'community belonging', 
'Internet connectedness', and 'civic engagement'. Structuring the data 
collection in this way permits correlations to be inferred through careful 
analysis, both within each cluster (through factor analysis at a later stage) 
and through noting any connections or contradictions between them. The 
broad pattern of this three-factor approach is illustrated in Appendix 1. 

14 



Each factor is assumed to comprise a number of variables, which we initially 
categorise along the following lines, such as participants': 

• COMMUNITY BELONGING 

o length of time in the neighbourhood 
o pride in their neighbourhood 
o perception of affinity with their neighbours 
o length of time spent at home 
o definition of what for them comprises "family". 

Variables such as the first one above are included because "physical 
rootedness has been found to positively affect community attachment. .. " 
(Ball-Rokeach, Gibbs, Hoyt, lung, Kim, Matei, Wilson, Yuan & Zhang, n.d., 
Appendix p.5). 

• INTERNET CONNECTEDNESS 

Based on the concept of an Internet Connectedness Index (ICI) established 
by Ball-Rokeach, Gibbs, Jung, Kim and Qiu (n.d.) in their assessment of how 
"communication infrastructures of daily life [in Los Angeles] are evolving with 
the rapid diffusion of new communication technologies" (ibid., p. 7), we 
include questions which will produce responses on variables such as how 
attached people are to using the Internet, what they use it for, how much 
time is spent using it specifically for email, and so on. It will be possible to 
determine an ICI score for individuals and groups by averaging their score 
for the nine variables. The full set of variables is included in Appendix 2. 

• CIVIC ENGAGEMENT 

Shah, Kwak and Holbert (2001) framed a study exploring the question 
"Under what usage conditions is Internet use related to civic volunteerism, 
social trust, and life satisfaction?" (p.142), and in this vein we include 
questions designed to assess civic engagement within our sample groups, 
together with changes over time. We will therefore be able to consider 
whether, for example, younger users such as adolescent participants are less 
engaged, less trusting, less satisfied with their lives. We aim to establish 
whether Putnam's assertions (1995a, 1995b, 2000, 2002) that participation 
and trust are in decline and thus eroding community life, are borne out in the 
New Zealand context over the period of the research. Shah et al (2001) 
report that in their study, civic engagement, trust and contentment were 
positively interrelated. 

Other research (Kraut, Patterson, Lundmark, Kiesler, Mukhopadhyay, & 
Scherlis, 1998; Nie & Erbring, 2000) shows a positive correlation between 
time spent online and increased isolation. Will this be true of the New 
Zealand group? Kraut, Kiesler, Boneva, Cummings, Helgeson and Crawford 
(2002) report that the initial decrease in psychological well-being for 
participants in their "Homenet" studies was a short-term phenomenon: might 
this also be true for our sample, if such a negative correlation is found? 
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We wonder, do specific types of media use have links with production of 
social capital in our three communities? Total TV viewing time, it is said, is 
negatively related to participation, trust and contentment (Putnam, 1995b; 
Shah et ai, 2001; Kraut et ai, 1998) whereas time spent with the newspaper 
is positively related to civic activity. 

Methods 

Based on the reasoning outlined above, and our key research question (is 
there a correlation between ICT use and strengthened community at family, 
neighbourhood and civic levels, for novice users?), we plan to combine three 
principal methods as a means of increasing the reliability of our findings: 
• Semi-structured interviews, using closed and open-ended sets of questions. 

Meeting the participants in person will increase the likelihood of getting 
responses on all questions, and provide the opportunity for questions to 
be clarified and for in-depth probing on some issues. 

• Ethnographic observation of the communities in action, such as at meetings 
(school gatherings, residents' group, other CIH related activities) 

• Focus groups of volunteer family members to explore their own sense
making connected with their experiences. 

In addition, given that the interviews will produce a good deal of statistical 
data, analysis will be completed with a view to establishing indices of 
"Internet Connectedness". 

Researcher interaction with the communities has begun in a low-key way, as 
part of negotiating the terms and benefits of the study, and establishing the 
rapport necessary for working with families. Our intention is that as the 
study develops and evolves over two years, the multi-method design will 
allow opportunities for refining the study and keeping it true to its objectives. 

In conclusion, we begin5 

This research is a journey to be travelled with three small communities of 
new Internet users, and the travelling will entail a progressive unfolding of 
the meaning of Internet use for those participants. We intend primarily to 
document, through a combination of methods, the stories of the 
communities' "connectedness" both in the traditional sense of interpersonal 
networks and neighbourhood activity, but also as these are affected by 
increased use of ICTs. Beyond the narratives, common themes may emerge, 
and patterns of correlations may be discerned among the three factors in the 
research design. Our movement towards meaning from data through analysis 

5 An appropriate phrase for our stage in the research, borrowed with admiration from 
Hampton and Wellman, 1999. 
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and reflection, in the hermeneutic interpretivist sense of "see[ing] social 
action from the actors' point of view to understand what is happening" 
(Lindlof & Taylor, 2002, p.31), will involve distinct and progressive phases 
over time, beginning with negotiated access, early interaction, informal 
meetings and gathering of baseline data. Analysis on the basis of our three
factor design can begin after this first phase, and will be cyclical, moving in 
and out of the data, tolerating refinement of method, and incorporating 
different analytic elements such as thematic reduction (working with 
interview transcripts and other research artefacts). 

Although we are primarily interested in the qualitative dimension, we intend 
to monitor a range of quantitative indicators such as the essentially statistical 
"Internet Connectedness Index" (ICI). Numerous purposes subsidiary to our 
research question can be served through reference to the statistical data -
for example, we can determine an ICI for all Internet connectors; for 
connectors by age cohort, by socio-economic status, by gender and so on. 
We can proceed to consider a range of questions such as: are "high" 
connectors more or less socially active than nonusers? Perhaps more 
importantly, in what way is Internet use related to civic engagement in this 
study? Is it related to interpersonal trust, and contentment, and do specific 
types of Internet use have links with production of social capital in the 
sampled communities? Is there displacement of other forms of 
communication by email: is it rearranging the way people conduct their social 
networking? Under what usage conditions is Internet use related to civic 
engagement? For instance, are young users less engaged, less trusting, less 
satisfied with their lives? What impact is the Internet having on 
neighbourhood/community activity? We have a long list of such questions to 
ask of our findings. 

This study is limited by its small sample size, and the speCial characteristics 
of the sampled population, consisting of selected lower socio-economic 
families who do not have a computer and who are thus eligible to participate 
in CIH. The study sample therefore consists of pre-selected research 
subjects to an extent. Like the sample researched in Netville, "the special 
circumstances and socio-economic homogeneity ... means that we cannot 
generalise to the current Internet experiences of the bulk of residential 
Internet users" (Hampton & Wellman, 1999, p. 480). Overlaying this is the 
potentially shifting nature of the participant communities. All research 
pertaining to the use of the Internet suffers from the speCial nature of the 
phenomenon: to attempt to study it is to seek to capture a shifting target. 
Some talk of an Internet year as being equivalent to three months, or "like a 
dog year, changing approximately seven times faster than normal human 
time" (Wellman, 2001, p.6). If this is the case, then research is outdated 
even before it is done, and in this sense, this two-year study will be shaped 
significantly by the need to continually address and re-address change and 
new perspectives in the broader research context. 
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An "insider/outsider" aspect of the research also needs to be considered for 
potential effects on the integrity of the study. The researchers can be viewed 
as taking an "etic" (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002, p. 81) or outsider perspective, 
and may therefore be regarded by research participants as intruders in their 
communities; or they can do their work in a participatory or "emic" (ibid., p. 
80) way, aligning their interests as closely as possible with the researched 
insiders. In order to achieve this without compromising objectivity, we are 
taking a participatory approach so that the work can deliver outcomes that 
are desired by the communities themselves. 

Such limitations can be viewed as strengths. The sample size means we are 
able to research in-depth. The homogeneity of the sampled population 
means that we are able to focus on the experiences of new users, as is 
appropriate given our research goal. The fact that they are participants in a 
community ICT project enables us to anticipate developing a long-term 
research relationship with them. Three distinct research sites will provide 
useful comparison populations. The negotiation of shared research goals with 
the communities themselves assures integrity for the work. 

We expect to contribute an in-depth assessment of community impact of the 
Internet within specific local settings to the debates about community erosion 
or community building, inclusion and exclusion, information haves and have 
nots, the digital divide. In our assessment, it is likely that much more 
complex relationships exist than is implied in simple binary frameworks, as 
we have suggested in previous work (Sligo & Williams, 2002), between leT 
access, household contexts, individuals' needs and goals in using the 
Internet, community capacity and other factors. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: linking the factors In this research 

RESEARCH GOAL: to establish what correlation exists between iet use and strengthened 
community at family, neighbourhood and civic levels. 

Face to face interviews of household members will use clusters of questions to explore three 
factors underpinning the research goal: 

FACTORS 

VARIABL~S 

.~ •••••••••••••••••••• ••• ••• • !.o •• ~~ 

Community belonging "Internet Civic engagement 
Conneefedness" ..... - ... ~7." •• ~ ~ . .. ~ 

·Time In • ~ser status 
neighbourhood 'Perceptlon of impact 
-Own or rent the home on life 
-Employment; time at -Perceived life 
home fmportance 
-Neighbourhood talk -Activity scope 
-Household 'Locat ion scope 
composition -Time spent 
-Contact with family -Social use (email) 
.... and more -Types of contact 

How "connected" is 
thts person/household 
to the 
neighbourhood/commu 
mty? 

How "connected" Is 
t his person/household 
to the Intemet? 
What Is the quality of 
this connectivity? 

'Membership of 
organizations, clubs 
'Volunteer activities, or 
community project 
involvement, and club 
meetings 
'Ratings of change In 
time spent. .. 
- talking on phone; 
- visiting friends/family 
- feeling of 
connectedness with 
friends/family. 
Can any relationships 
be discerned between 
Internet connectedness 
and civic engagement? 
Does change occur 
over time? 

Note: The complete set of interview questions is included in Appendix 2. 

Community belonging will be established in early meetings with research subjects, 
providing baseline data along with demographic variables. 
Internet connectedness will be determined both arithmetically (through averaging 
ratings on nine variables to produce a single index) and qualitatively, through 
questions that will explore attitudes and perceptions. This factor will be assessed 
over time, so that any changes can be determined. 
Civic engagement will also be assessed both quantitatively and qualitatively. 

Subsequently, it may be possible to infer connections between the factors, such as: 
if individuals' or households' Internet Connectedness Indices Increase, is there a 
corresponding increase in civic engagement? In community belonging? Or, is 
increased Internet Connectedness linked with decreased civic engagement and/or 
community belonging? Other inferences based on correlations and cross-tabulations 
will be assessed. 
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Appendix 2: Interview questions 
SECTION A: COMMUNITY BELONGING 

1. How long have you lived In your neighbourhood? 
2. Do you own or rent your home? 
3. How proud are you to tell others that you live in your neighbourhood? 
4. Do you disagree or agree with each of the fol 


