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Abstract 

Social media presents novel ways for international 

development actors to interact with beneficiaries and 

gather data about their thoughts, preferences, etc. 

Compared to surveys and population statistics, social 

media, with its potential for two-way communication, 

can seem like a new, more participatory way for 

beneficiaries and development actors to interact.   

However, social media platforms are owned by private 

corporations that do not share the mission of 

development actors and for the most part are not even 

focused on users in the areas where international 

development in practiced (much of the Global South). 

Furthermore, the potential for two-way communication 

does not automatically equate to participation or 

collaboration. Here two short cases are presented from 

preliminary fieldwork observing how NGOs in Kenya use 

social media and social media data in their programs. 
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Introduction 

With the increasing availability and affordability of 

internet capable mobile phones in many countries in 

the Global South, social media use – like many other 

facets of the internet – is on the rise. International 

development actors, from the UN to local NGOs, have 

seized on this new source of data and interaction with 

their beneficiaries. Compared to surveys and population 

statistics, the traditional data sources for international 

development, social media, with its potential for two-

way communication, can seem like a new, more 

participatory way for beneficiaries and development 

actors to interact.  

The excitement around the participatory potential of 

social media is reminiscent of earlier claims about the 

Internet’s inherently participatory and democratic 

nature [2]. However, as with most other sociotechnical 

systems, it is not so clear cut. Social media can offer a 

direct line of communication between beneficiaries and 

development actors, but this only empowers the 

beneficiaries as much as the actors are open to that 

communication. It is also possible that social media can 

be used for to make a project seem participatory while 

not actually engaging with beneficiaries, or, in the 

extreme, social media data can be scraped without the 

knowledge of the people who produced it. Therefore, 

rather than trying to make a single pronouncement on 

the medium (social media), I will analyze situated 

practices of social media use by two NGOs that I 

observed during preliminary fieldwork in 2018 in 

Nairobi, Kenya.  

 

Participatory Development 

In the international development space “participation” 

is associated with participatory development, a 

methodology and set of values that explicitly set out to 

challenge the power imbalances of international 

development, “putting the first last” (the subtitle of 

Robert Chamber’s classic guide to participatory 

development, Whose Reality Counts [3]). However, 

over time the claim of participation has been 

appropriated by actors who do not share these radical 

goals, but instead want to appease critics or meet a 

requirement before returning to their top-down 

approaches. This contradiction is similar to the history 

of participatory design in HCI, which originated in 

political struggle [1], but has since been taken up by 

corporate actors.  

Participatory development has its roots in the move 

towards using participatory rural appraisal (PRA) for 

rural development projects as an explicit attempt to 

right power imbalances of international development 

projects and address the common misunderstandings of 

the urban, foreign experts who typically designed top-

down rural development projects [3]. This movement 

began in the 1980s and became a common practice in 

the 1990s in tandem with the rise of global protests 

against the negative effects of globalization (like the 

1999 protests at the World Trade Organization in 

Seattle, WA) and the realization that the structural 

adjustment policies of the World Bank had failed to 

create the economic growth they had promised. 

Universalist theories of development fell out of favor 

with the vice-president of the World Bank admitting 

that “there is no unique universal set of rules” [quoted 

in 8]. Participatory development offered another way: 

community-led processes centered on local knowledge 



 

and driven by the affected populations. It meant 

challenging the existing power dynamics in 

international development, taking back the control from 

the government, donors, and international ‘experts’ 

[3].   

To development practitioners this meant giving up 

control and convenient measurements for a messy, 

slow process whose “course is not foreseeable” (42) 

[3]. Eventually, when the political goals for 

participation were not there to support it, it was 

downgraded and diluted, leading critics to observe 

“participation has been used more as a means for 

information or communication than for shared decision-

making” (94) [4]. This leaves “participation” a murky 

term that can either identify an interest in addressing 

the politics and power imbalances inherent in 

development, or a superficial interest in getting some 

response or feedback from beneficiaries. 

In an effort to learn how to distinguish between these 

two kinds of participation, I look to recent work in HCI 

that is similarly reclaiming the critical and political 

potential of design [5, 7], including in the post-colonial 

context [6].  

Two Cases: Co-Creation & Unintended 

Exposure 

During preliminary fieldwork in 2018 I observed two 

NGOs in Kenya that both used Facebook to engage with 

young people on topics related to sexual health.  

The first NGO had a data science team and a generally 

high level of familiarity with social media among the 

staff. They differentiated the use of various social 

media tools depending on their needs and their users. 

For example, WhatsApp had initially been tested for 

virtual focus group discussions, but because it was hard 

to extract the chat data and hard to keep a 

conversation going across several days with 

participants checking their messages at different times, 

it was eventually decided that WhatsApp was better 

suited to unmoderated discussions and event planning.  

This NGO was deliberate in how they used Facebook. 

They had several groups, organized by themes, where 

members would discuss how fictional characters of a 

comic book (also the product of the NGO) should 

resolve their personal problems which related to 

themes in sexual health and relationships. The NGO 

would spark the conversations with a question about 

the most recent comic plotline and from there group 

members (the NGO’s targeted audience of Kenyan 

youth) shared their thoughts, suggestions and opinions 

about what the characters should do and why. Using 

content analysis, researchers at the NGO would analyze 

the topics and sentiments expressed by beneficiaries in 

the groups to assess how discussions around sexual 

health were changing and which issues or questions 

were most relevant. These insights were shared with 

the programming team who would adjust upcoming 

content to be responsive to recent online discussions. 

In this way the NGO’s beneficiaries on Facebook would 

influence future content and programming. Seeing this 

feedback loop work made me consider how Facebook 

could be used to co-create content with beneficiaries, a 

possibility that could challenge the power dynamic of 

goal-setting being in the hands of the development 

practitioners and not the beneficiaries. Because the 

beneficiaries were not explicitly made aware of how 

their comments were incorporated, the observed model 



 

did not seem like full co-creation, but the possibility 

and interest seemed to be present on both sides.  

The second NGO I observed was a more traditional 

public health NGO that until recently had mostly used 

one-to-one SMS messages as their only ICT-based 

intervention. The NGO had worked in public health for 

over two decades. For a project aimed at preventing 

the spread of HIV among at risk girls, a donor 

encouraged the NGO to incorporate social media into 

their programming. As part of this programming the 

NGO created a public Facebook page where it 

encouraged these girls to discuss their beliefs and 

practices related to sexual health and the spread of 

HIV. People I spoke with at the NGO was very aware of 

the social stigma related to HIV in Kenya and the 

potential risk to being associated with similar 

discussions in person – this was why their other 

programming was conducted in one-to-one text 

messages. When I asked if they had considered using a 

private Facebook group, which would make comments 

and members visible only to other group members, it 

seemed like they were not aware of such an option. 

They had not intentionally risked their beneficiaries’ 

privacy and safety, but they received no specific 

guidance or training from the donor and were public 

health experts, not technology experts. (And as 

Costanza-Chock helpfully reminds us, good intent is not 

an excuse [5].) 

                                                 
1 https://www.internetworldstats.com/stats1.htm  

2 https://www.dailydot.com/irl/facebook-community-standards-
ban-sexual-preference/  

More Concerns for Social Media for 

Grassroots Participation 

These two examples show some of the potential 

strengths of using social media for international 

development work with a grassroots orientation. 

However, to counter a the general enthusiasm that 

seems to surround social media and the internet [2], 

let’s review some explicit concerns.  

Inclusion. Social media relies on an internet connection 

and access to a device that connects to the internet. 

Although Kenya has very high rates of internet 

penetration for sub-Saharan Africa (89.9%),1 not 

everyone is able to access the internet, and fewer use 

social media. This makes social media inherently 

exclusionary.  

Privacy. As the second case illustrated, some uses of 

social media can risk exposing sensitive information by 

encouraging people to have conversations in public (or 

even semi-public) spaces. What constitutes sensitive 

information varies by person and their sociopolitical 

context [8].  

Control. Although social media sites can feel like free 

tools for communication or data collection, they are 

controlled by private corporations that can change their 

data or use policies in ways that make them less 

friendly to participation. For example, a few months 

after my observations, Facebook changed their 

“community standards” regarding sexually explicit 

content.2 The conversations both NGOs were 

2  

https://www.internetworldstats.com/stats1.htm
https://www.dailydot.com/irl/facebook-community-standards-ban-sexual-preference/
https://www.dailydot.com/irl/facebook-community-standards-ban-sexual-preference/


 

encouraging their beneficiaries to engage in were 

potentially in violation of the new standards. The lack of 

control over these private platforms, while seemingly 

obvious, can be a barrier to long-term strategies that 

include social media.   

As my research with NGOs in Kenya continues, I hope 

to expand my understanding of how NGOs use social 

media, and look for ways to foster the truly 

participatory potential of social media while still trying 

to minimize these and other potential harms.  
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than academic audiences. As a white, privileged 

American, working from a prestigious U.S. institution, I 

am cognizant of the power imbalance and historical 

implications of my working in a post-colonial 

environment. This is part of the reason that maintaining 

a critical perspective is essential and why I strive to do 

research that is grounded in local context and 

challenges U.S./Western-dominant perspectives. At 

workshops like this one I hope to build connections with  

fellow researchers who share my political and ethical 
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for conducting research in ways that support social 

justice and the empowerment of my research 
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