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Abstract 
 

The UK Government calls for more effective ways 
of communicating and engaging with the community 
to devolve power and enable local improvements in 
the concept of the 'Big Society'. Devolved power is 
often gained through local community associations. 
Their wellbeing is a prime focus as they often 
struggle for capable volunteers as they compete with 
the well known giants of the voluntary sector who 
have significant marketing budgets. Community 
associations need to develop their use of information 
technology so they can compete for sustainability, 
particularly when competing for volunteers. When a 
member of the community decides to participate 
there are a series of local social interactions that 
take place, culminating in a tipping point. This is a 
complex area with many different sources of 
information linking into community participation. 
There is prior evidence of complex networks with 
active communicating social agents, which show 
emergent properties. Exploitation of these local 
interaction and emergent properties for enhanced 
community participation will have a powerful 
influence. The aim of this research is to develop a 
frame of reference for effective community 
participation through ICT, applying both complexity 
and design perspectives to recognize the role of local 
interactions. The research starts by constructing a 
narrative of experiences to help develop semi-
structured interviews. This information will then be 
used in workshops to look at how the results can be 
effectively communicated to the public and 
encourage virile tipping points The successful 
outcome will be an effective and efficient, time 
saving framework. 
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Complexity and Design Theory, Big Society, Third 
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1. Introduction 

 
Each UK Local Authority has been tasked with 

reviewing their community assets, as a major part of 
the budget review. Communities are being tasked to 
take on board the role of asset management of the 
community buildings. This calls for a new breed of 

community participant with appropriate skills to take 
on property management as well as service 
development. Community associations are currently 
under tremendous stress and this additional pressure 
may have a detrimental impact on their wellbeing. 

The 'New Philanthropy Capital' states the 
importance of community associations and agrees 
that their community participants are stressed and 
lack the skills needed for best practice [1]. This 
limits what they can do and the funds they can apply 
for. The lack of skills also adds stress to any paid 
staff as there is an absence of professional guidance. 
They suggest filling the skills gap with people from 
outside the local community. It is not easy to gain 
interest from people outside of the local community 
with no prior knowledge of the organisation. 

Community associations need to develop their use 
of information technology so they can compete with 
the voluntary and private sectors for sustainability, 
particularly when it comes to competing for 
volunteers. The 'Communities in control: real people, 
real power.' report raises the need for the 
Government to find more effective ways of 
communicating and engaging with the community 
and devolving power to enable improvements [2]. To 
develop IT skills the community sector needs more 
volunteers in place to support this process. There 
needs to be intrinsic research into how ICT can 
maximise community participation. This requires 
collaborative working between local government, 
private and the community sector to ensure adequate 
local social interactions take place.  If the 
interactions are well connected they will have a 
powerful influence at a global level [3]. These 
interactions are part of complex networks which 
emerge into tipping points.  Online communication 
mediation can play a significant role in facilitating 
the phenomenon of these tipping points for 
community participation [4].  

A Third Sector Excellence program was 
instigated by the Government to support the research 
development and deployment for the management of 
information, knowledge and best practice within the 
community sector. In support of best practice the 
Social Impact of ICT report was requested through 
the University of Siegen by the European 
Commission [5].  The European Commission, 
National and Local Government are asking members 
of the community to engage more in community 
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participation and to make better use of ICT. There is 
a need for research into more than just using ICT but 
embracing it so that it enhances the wellbeing of 
community associations by deciphering what 
information really needs to be marketed and how it 
should be communicated to maximise effective 
participation.  

Present community participation systems tend to 
be quite crude and make assumptions with regards to 
the minimal information gathered. The reason given 
for this is to make it easy for the member of the 
community to complete.  

We need to change the way we think about 
community participation and how we support the 
expanded use. Community associations are just as 
unique as people, both are complex. To ensure the 
best fit the relevant information needs to be gained 
from each to create a beneficial partnership. 

 
2. Current Research in Community 
Participation with ICT 
  

The main focus for community participation 
research is currently based on studies regarding 
communication and information sharing between the 
government and the public for political gain and 
government business. This research has generally 
monitored practice to gain insight and is largely 
based on observations of how members of the 
community engage with technology and follow up 
interviews with participants attending ICT 
workshops [6].  There is some research focused on 
leadership and management of virtual community 
groups [7]. These studies are also based on analysing 
observed practice and interviews. The Walters and 
Williams [8] research analysed actual tweets to 
establish if the information was mainly one or two 
way communication. Their results showed the 
majority of information was only one way as 
government tends to redirect questions to other sites 
showing a lack of communication. 

Absent in the studies outlined above is the 
directing attention to how online communication can 
benefit community participation as it emerges 
through local interactions, such as: 

 
 Regular volunteering for a non-electoral 

organisation 
 Active membership in a group or association 
 Participation in fund-raising e.g. 

running/walking/cycling 
 Other fund-raising for charitable purposes 
 Community problem solving 
 Asset management of community buildings 
 Service development 
 Human resource management 
 Financial management, etc. 
 

It is important to focus on understanding the 
dimensions and quality of interactions within 
community participation. In particular those 
interactions that make members of the community 
initially decide to participate. What are the critical 
tipping points that motivate people to participate and 
what can be designed to exploit this through the use 
of ICT?  A tipping point is a critical moment in a 
series of events when unprecedented changes occur 
quite rapidly with irreversible effect. The concept of 
‘tipping points thinking’ connected with insights 
from complexity theory suggests that in well 
connected networks minor changes can lead to 
significant change. Ideas, behaviour, messages and 
even products sometimes behave just like outbreaks 
of infectious disease. Hence the popular term ‘gone 
viral’. The tipping point in this research is an 
examination of the social epidemics that effect 
community participation [9]. These social epidemics 
could be innovatively exploited to enhance 
community participation.  
 
3. Rationale for complexity and design 
approach  

 
3.1. Complexity theory    

 
The day to day dynamics of life are complex with 

an array of knitted characteristics forming local 
social interactions. The local social interactions 
emerge in turn into processes. These processes 
formulate activities known as social systems and or 
day to day phenomena. The social systems have a 
knock on effect causing more local social 
interactions and emergent processes. This research 
will look at the local social interactions and emotions 
of community participants. Human thinking, level of 
understanding, feeling, energy, relationships, 
influence, the environment and timing from chaos, 
flow together to create local social interactions, 
which form patterns, sometimes unique patterns. 
These patterns change depending upon the ratings 
and or amount of each of the ingredients. Just like 
cooking an egg it depends on how you cook it and 
what you add as to whether you get an omelette, 
scrambled, poached, boiled, fried, hard, soft, over or 
under cooked egg for your meal. In the dynamics of 
community participation the ingredients come from 
that same bottom up approach although there are 
many more characteristics so it is much more 
complex. There are two major complex strands to 
community participation with individual members of 
the community and community associations. You 
could go further than this as legislation and 
government influence how each can behave. 
However assumptions should not be made and too 
many restrictions limit the creativity of volunteers. 
The challenge of a dysfunctional community 
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association could be appealing to a member of the 
community, e.g., they may have a boring life, feel so 
frustrated, may give them the experience they need 
to challenge the same issue at work or home.  
Complexity theory offers an approach which 
represents the learning and innovation dynamics of 
social systems as an emergent rather than a managed 
process and offers tools for dynamic analysis of 
systems behaviour [10]. However, rigorous models 
are yet to be developed as the impact of the insights 
of complexity theory into human affairs and the use 
and role of ICT and Web technologies have not been 
fully appreciated [11]. Communities are social 
systems where people make a commitment to be 
there for each other and they participate not only for 
their own needs but for the need of others. Thus, it is 
important to consider communities as an emergent 
phenomenon and take a more generative perspective 
in terms of seeking to understand how communities 
function from within.  It is equally important to 
consider what makes people contribute to each other 
and be there for each other in an area of common 
interest.  

 
 

3.2. Design Theory 
 
Design appears to take complexity and all it’s 

fuzziness as a challenge, embracing it. Design also 
needs to have established the array of knitted 
characteristics with their cause and effect. If we 
consider the aspect of emergence of new forms of 
action serving the community and or its environment 
we are entering the discourse of design [12].  Design 
theory focuses on the interactions and processes that 
enable individuals and communities to engage in the 
creation of new activities or infrastructures [13]. 
Design in this instance focuses on the value of local 
social interactions to the community participants, the 
process, employees and management committee 
members in community associations, knowledge 
management and society. It also investigates the 
effects of the environment. It considers innovation to 
clarify complexity, scoping the objects, services and 
processes to collaboratively formulate a new way 
forward. Design studies suggest that information and 
communication technologies can contribute to 
emergent social innovation [14]. Social innovation 
fits well with the third sector as it promotes 
involvement, empowerment and ownership. These 
will act as motivators for the acceptance of the 
research and new developed practices.  

Design can challenge the present simplistic IT 
systems to provide a service that is unique to the 
individual and enhance their experience. 
Communication needs to be relevant to community 
members. There are innovative ways of making 
people part with information without it being 
cumbersome. Using existing community participants 

to design through social innovation appropriate and 
fun ways of gaining this complex and unique 
information will encourage engagement and support 
enhanced participation. This way no assumptions are 
made, the participants are experienced volunteers so 
they fully understand the field of research. They will 
fully understand the interrelationships and their 
emergence into social interactions giving them a 
deep understanding of meaning. 

 
3.3. Synergies 

 
This research proposes to explore synergies 

between design and complexity thinking to develop 
understanding of the motivational factors in 
community participation and online communication 
mediation. In particular it is looking at the value of 
the information communicated and how this 
promotes wellbeing. Designing from complexity is 
about developing technology for a supporting role in 
a people centred world [15]. Complexity and design 
theory favour the use of narratives with clients in the 
field of study. A method which is favoured by the 
third sector as it leads to more ownership to the 
outcome. To simplify, complexity theory can be used 
to make sense of community participation tipping 
points (human behaviour). Design theory can utilise 
established complex data to design a complex system 
of solution focused IT interactions. The two theories 
work in partnership to investigate and develop 
frameworks for human performance technology. 
Complexity and design theory can embrace life 
phenomena to communicate and control in life like 
emergent patterns.  
 
4. Research  
  
4.1. Research Question 
 

The research will address this question: 
“What are the motivational tipping points in 

community participation and how can they be 
utilised to maximise active engagement through 
ICT?” 
 
4.2. Research Aim 
 

The aim of this research is to develop a 
framework for conceptualising an online 
communication mediation system for effective 
community participation applying both complexity 
and design perspectives. This links to both the 
current UK ‘Empowering Local Communities’ 
policy agenda and to practical ways of developing 
community participation; in keeping with the 
aspirations of the Big Society [16].  
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4.3. Research Objectives 
  

The research is not just about enhancing 
communication with regards to community 
participation, it looks at what essentially needs to be 
communicated and how that information can be 
utilised through ICT to create an effective way to 
maximise participation. The research looks at the 
community sector as it is the area in most need 
within community participation. The framework 
designed will be promoted within a new website for 
community associations to support their excellent 
work.  

 
The research objectives are to: 
 
 Evaluate the application of complexity and 

design insights into effective community 
participation; 

 Apply this to develop an approach to the 
study of community participation;  

 Utilise the approach and conduct research 
with the participating north east community 
organisations to identify the motivational 
factors of community participation; 

 Design and evaluate a framework and 
guidelines for beneficiaries for 
conceptualisation of an online 
communication mediation system for 
effective community participation 

 
These objectives will only be successful with 

necessary ingredient which is people who are 
actively involved in the community sector.  

 
5. The Indicative Methodology  

 
The methodology for the proposed research will 

include action research and reflective practice, as the 
researcher will be involved in the study and 
development of community participation with the 
participating organisations and members of the 
community. 

Action research approach is based on 
improvement of a practice; the improvement of the 
understanding of a practice by practitioners and the 
improvements of situation in which the practice takes 
place [17]. This fits with best practice which is an 
area being promoted in the community sector. It 
involves the members of the community which 
enhances ownership. 

Action research in a natural environment allows 
the researcher to not only play the role of 
investigator but also a collaborator, a facilitator 
along with a participatory character; commitment 
and personal involvement in the research activity is 
emphasised [18]. The researcher will act as a 
reflective practitioner as both reflective (reflection 

on practice) and reflexive practice will be required 
[19]. Reflexive practice demands awareness that the 
researcher is an individual with a particular social 
identity, background and culture that may have an 
impact on the research process, a participant 
observation [20].  Reflexivity can be used to identify 
areas of potential researcher’s bias. Through 
interpretivism the data will be used to ascribe and 
understand the significance of participants’ 
constructed reality and their subjective views of the 
tipping point.  

 
This research process will include narrative data 

collection from the umbrella organisations to find out 
what their needs are and to gain reflective and 
reflexive views on effective community 
participation. The participants will sign a contract at 
the beginning of the narrative agreeing to only 
narrate truthful first hand experiences so as to ensure 
the quality of the narratives. The researcher has 30 
years experience in the field so will be able to ask 
questions if anything out of the ordinary is narrated. 
The other members of the group will also be able to 
ask for clarification or give supportive agreement 
from their own experiences. These findings will be 
evaluated to rank a list of community participation 
characteristics and prioritise in their view what are 
the motivational factors. These results will be 
clarified with the umbrella organisations as an 
additional verification.  

This information will direct the themes for the 
semi-structured interviews which will be used to 
gather participation characteristics from the actual 
community participants. They will be asked to rate 
certain feelings, emotions, needs, etc against good 
and bad experiences. This will help develop an 
understanding of the quality of interactions and 
critical tipping points that are needed for effective 
community participation. The evaluation of this will 
lead to the production of a draft framework 

 The workshops should allow for reflection on the 
draft framework. More specifically how the tipping 
points effect community participation. This will be 
discussed in the workshops whereby the participants 
will be asked to socially innovate how ICT could 
play an improved role in effective community 
participation. What would satisfy their wellbeing for 
effective involvement? Participants will be 
encouraged to act out, artistically promote, narrate, 
etc., motivational factors from which promotional 
material will be designed which could be used for 
effective online communication mediation.  

  The correlations from the narratives and semi 
structured interviews will be compared with 
information from the workshops which should help 
develop a comparative list of revised motivational 
factors versus community participation 
characteristics. These will be interpreted to design 
the final proposition framework. This will be fed 
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back to the participants for peer review. This review 
will guide the development of a full list of 
beneficiaries to promote the wellbeing community 
participation framework for ICT. 

 
6. Field of research 

 
The study will be within the North East mainly 

focusing in Durham and Newcastle.  The following 
organisations will be involved: Northumberland 
Clubs for Young People - a youth support and 
development agency; Mind Tyneside – helps people 
take control of their Mental Health; Newcastle 
Community Buildings Network – Supports 
Community Associations in Newcastle; Ouseburn 
Trust - a development trust; Durham County Council 
- Community and Youth Development section and 
Newcastle City Council - Community Engagement 
section. 

 
7. Conclusion  

 
The wellbeing of community participants is a 

motivational factor for the research. Involvement 
from the public, community and third sectors gives 
this research credibility with the individuals 
concerned. Community participation has repeatedly 
been highlight as an area of need and yet still no real 
answer has been found. The contribution to 
knowledge acquired will be the development of a 
framework for online communication mediation for 
effective community participation. The community 
sector will be able to exploit this information for 
their benefit. There will be a synergy of insight into 
community participation from the perspectives of 
complexity and design theories. This will show how 
they work in partnership in third sector research. The 
case studies into motivational factors in community 
participation will be available for others to review. 

The impact of the research could be global. 
However, within the UK the Third Sector and Local 
Government will benefit with an effective and 
efficient, time saving model to promote community 
participation. It will produce a tried and tested 
approach for community participation. As A4E have 
the contract for supporting people into work they can 
benefit from this system for their clients with 
community participation roles until paid work is 
established. It can be an ideal way of gaining work 
experience and expanding your CV. Previously 
volunteer placements have sometimes been 
cumbersome for community associations, or boring 
for community participants, as neither needs have 
been taken into consideration causing disharmony 
which can lead to stress. An additional benefit will 
be the improved collaborative knowledge sharing 
partnership between Higher Education providers, 
Local Government and Third Sector organisations. 
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