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ABSTRACT 

A closely woven network of social engagement and technological 

support is apt to facilitate change at the local neighborhood level. 

This text describes its individual instances in one mid-sized city in 

Germany and sketches their potential characteristics as a 

grassroots movement.  
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1 A Neighborhood Perspective 

To answer the question, to whom I feel accountable to as a 

CSCW researcher, let me introduce you to my neighborhood. I am 

a resident in a „neighborhood of arrival“ [5] in a mid-sized city in 

Germany: about every third citizen of my town has their first 

address in my neighborhood. This results in a superdiversity [9] 

with regard to legal status, languages, cultural, religious, social 

and educational backgrounds. Around 70% of my neighbors have 

immigrant backgrounds. Many have come here from Italy, Spain 

and Greece, Turkey, Morocco, Portugal, Tunisia and Yugoslavia 

long ago – seeking work as so called “guest workers” in one of 

the coal mines and steel works in the 1960s and 1970s. Others 

have arrived mainly from Arabic and Eastern European countries 

in recent years, immigrating mainly for economic reasons [2, 8]. 

And large numbers of my neighbors have come to town very 

recently, seeking shelter from war, violence, political unrest and 

oppression in their respective home countries [3, 6]. Then there 

are the people with no migration backgrounds. Some are elderly 

people; their families have always lived in this quarter. Others are 

workers, students, or unemployed and they are drawn to the 

neighborhood mainly because rent is cheap. A number of 

problems concentrate in my neighborhood: unemployment rates 

are high, wages are low, there is a high crime rate, and access to 

higher education is often difficult [7]. 

I feel accountable to my neighborhood community because I 

see many of my neighbors being disadvantaged, if not 

discriminated against – for reasons of cultural and migration 

backgrounds, for economic and policy reasons. I observe how the 

increasing digitization of everyday life means exclusion for many 

of my neighbors. An aspect where that is prominently visible 

every day is city administration. Here many of the processes have 

been digitized: seeking financial assistance, applying for a place 

in kindergarten – these are just two of the many aspects that 

nowadays require ICT knowledge. Finding and applying for a flat, 

as well as finding a job are two more major parts of life that do 

not function well without the digital skill to e.g. set up and keep 

an email-address, fill out an online form, and keep one’s personal 

data safe. I observe how increasingly automated decisions on the 

awarding of loans, mobile phone contracts, or even a place in 

secondary school entail disprivilege and exclusion and an 

imbalance in the distribution of power and participation. I observe 

how all of the above accumulate for many of my neighbors in 

what city statistics have summarized to be “impeded future 

opportunities” [4]. This perspective is strengthened and 

perpetuated by media coverage of my neighborhood [e.g. 1]. 

There, the quarter continues to be labeled as “no-go” – a place 

where you’d rather not visit, let alone live. 

2 Neighborhood Activism 

But I also observe how my neighbors have developed 

strategies to mitigate the above sketched issues. These strategies 

unfold along the lines of local social engagement, as well as local 

technological support – the latter of which I have engaged in 

myself in the past years [10, 11]. There are various open social 

support initiatives like the so called “open school” bringing 

together children and youth in the quarter and providing them 

with opportunities for play and learning and supporting them with 

homework and other topics. Schools have installed “parent’s 

cafés” where especially mothers get together to ask and discuss all 

kinds of questions concerning their children’s learning progress, 

and regarding the school structure as well as the educational 

system in Germany in general. Community centers work with so-

called “mediators of culture” – individuals with a migration 

background themselves, who have settled in society so much that 

they are able to engage as an expert for both, the respective 

migrant as well as the receiving German community, and mediate 
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among both. People engage and organize in various thematic 

WhatsApp- and Facebook-Groups, where local neighborhood 

topics are discussed and help is provided. Women in the 

neighborhood engage as so called “neighborhood mothers”, aiding 

especially migrant families with all kinds of bureaucracy and 

school issues: their cell phone numbers are known in community 

centers and counseling services in the neighborhood and they are 

called by social workers as well as individuals when there is a 

need for help. Retired craftsmen in the neighborhood engage in a 

local repair service, fixing broken items for little or no money, 

and there is a local repair shed where people get together to fix 

their broken bikes, and where there is also a regular collaborative 

cooking event. An association has established a counseling 

service and a café specifically directed towards the needs of 

refugees. And a group of young people collaboratively provides 

the area with open wireless radio network service. There is a 

community center providing the various cultural groups in the 

neighborhood with the opportunity to learn from each other in 

potluck breakfast gatherings, a regular sewing meeting, open and 

mobile computer clubs, and open fairs, cultural activities and 

backyard festivals. Also, regular informal resident gatherings have 

been established to create a forum where problems could be 

voiced in an informal manner by everyone who cares to attend. 

Grassroots Politics of Collaboration? 

The call for papers of this workshop got me thinking about the 

grassroots aspect of all of this. Is this a movement? I have doubts, 

if my neighbors would perceive themselves in such a way. But 

there is reason in calling their various acts of local engagement 

seeking to work for change in the neighborhood and against 

exclusion and discrimination a grassroots movement: mostly not 

coordinated, but still all pointed towards the same direction – 

seeking to make a positive difference by continuously working 

towards individual resilience and local empowerment. The Roma 

woman waking up all the neighbors in her house every weekday 

morning to make sure the Roma children make it to school on 

time surely would not call herself an activist. Neither would the 

old man, who has established the local repair service, where he 

and other retired craftsmen fix broken things for little or no 

money for people without money in the quarter. Each of these 

practices is valuing the situated knowledge of the local residents – 

their problems, needs, questions and dreams are the starting point 

of all local engagement. The regular informal resident gatherings 

are promoted and used in the neighborhood to reflect on strategies 

and plan next steps of actions – sometimes with the help of 

external experts or members of city administration, police or other 

regulatory authorities. Over the years those gatherings have 

earned themselves a reputation as a place to go to when there is a 

local problem to discuss, and their outcomes are shared widely in 

digital form among everyone interested.  

Those who engage in and for their quarter, have developed – 

and frequently voice – a strong feeling that mutual support is 

needed because this is the only way to facilitate change. Change, 

such is a view that many of my neighbors share, does not come 

for them from the outside - they have to create it for themselves, 

and collaboratively so. 
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