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Abstract: 
This article explores how the combined features of global scope and information technology impact the forms and 
possibilities of voluntary efforts. Specifically, the authors examine the emergence of grassroots organizations in 
cyberspace. An analysis of a cyber-grassroots organizations (CGOs), AfghanistanOnline, highlights CGOs’ 
similarities, differences, and relative strengths and weaknesses compared to their traditional physical-space 
counterparts. The article concludes with a discussion of the implications for our understanding of grassroots 
organizations generally. Traditional characteristics such as size, scope, and the nature of communication need to be 
refined in order to better account for new forms of grassroots organizations. 
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Globalization studies have targeted a range of sectors and policy issues, from economics and trade policy to 
the environment and human rights.  In fact, the term globalization is now so common as to inspire cynicism as a 
catch-all descriptor for today’s world.  Similarly, the Internet is a key element in the way that globalization and the 
interdependence it embodies are enacted, and studies of the Internet have become a veritable growth industry. 
Nevertheless, we have yet to fully explore the implications of globalization and technology, particularly for the 
voluntary sector. In short, how do the combined features of global scope and information technology impact the 
forms and possibilities of voluntary efforts?  

David Horton Smith’s model of associational and nonprofit prevalence suggests that these organizations 
will increase along with increases in population size, communication and transportation networks, interest 
differentiation, and collective action orientation (see, for example, Smith 1997). While his treatment primarily 
focuses on history up to and including modernization and industrialization, these trends have continued into the new 
century. According to Smith’s hypothesis, globalization and information technologies in particular should foster a 
continued and possibly exponential expansion in the voluntary sector. Historically, the lack of permanent residence 
may have inhibited the formation of group organization (Ross 1976; qtd. in Smith 1997, 190). The Internet 
eliminates this constraint through its facilitation of supra-geographic and asynchronous communication. This has led 
to multiple organizations and organizing activities – voluntary, public, and private – that exist only or primarily in 
cyberspace.  

Cyber-grassroots organizations are grassroots organizations that have no physical presence and exist only 
in cyberspace. Their only “infrastructure” is the web page and its associated Internet-based technologies.1 How can 
one distinguish an organization from a simple web page or bulletin board? Brainard (2002) relies on Weick’s (1979; 
1995) definition of organizations as a process of sense-making to make the case for cyber-organizations as 
organizations. In other words, “organizing occurs to make sense of things and to take action on the basis of that 
understanding. But this occurs through a continuous processual loop so that, as people and organizations take action, 
they create and generate their environment” (Brainard 2002, 5). That is, by debating norms, values and ideas, people 
create and enact the organization.  Indeed, as Weick notes, “communication activity is the organization” (Weick 
1995, 75).  

This paper examines the emergence of grassroots organizations (GOs) in cyberspace, comparing and 
contrasting one such cyber-grassroots organization (CGO), Afghanistan Online, with the characteristics of GOs 
suggested by the literature.  A better understanding of the CGO phenomenon can assist in refining our understanding 
of GOs generally, and can particularly add to our grasp of the implications of both globalization and information 
technology for the voluntary sector. The paper concludes with a discussion of the implications of CGOs for our 
theoretical and conceptual frameworks. 

 
Grassroots Organizations’ Definitional Criteria 
 

Voluntary organizations have been described as “forums for the definition, testing and propagation of ideas 
and values” (Korten, 1990, 98). GOs, a subset of these efforts, typically are characterized as voluntary, nonprofit, 
and locally-based. More specifically, GOs are “locally based groups working to improve and develop their own 
communities either through communitywide or specialized memberships” (Fisher 1993, 21). In his extensive 
overview, Smith (2000) further refines the characteristics of GOs to include significant autonomy and volunteer 
staff. A unique aspect of their success, he argues, is their dependence on “direct in-person relationships” (249), 
which reinforces the expectation that GOs are relatively small, informal, and geographically-based. 

Carroll (1992) distinguishes these membership organizations from grassroots support organizations 
(GSOs), which act as intermediary institutions between beneficiaries and other actors (e.g., remote levels of 
government, donors, and financial institutions). Fisher (1992) clarifies that GOs have members and assist their own 
communities; while GSOs include paid professionals and support communities other than their own. Hence, by 
definition, GOs are accountable to their members and are perceived as more representative of their members than 
voluntary organizations more generally (Carroll 1992; Couto 1998). Together, GOs and GSOs facilitate both 
bridging and bonding social capital (see Putnam 1993, 2000). 

GOs may provide services to their members, nonmembers or both. Member benefits thus include the 
satisfaction of altruistic expression when helping other members or nonmembers, as well as more direct moral and

                                                 
1 For a full discussion of why these entities can be classified as organizations, and of the distinctions between cyber-organizations 
and virtual organizations (temporary organizations deriving from existing physical, or “brick and mortar,” organizations), see 
Brainard (2002). 
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material support (see Smith 2000). Wilson (1995) distinguishes three types of member benefits: purposive, material, 
and solidary. In the first instance members engage in pursuing goals directed beyond the boundaries of the 
organization. These might include advocacy and the provision of services to nonmembers.  Material benefits may 
include information, referrals, and the tangible outcomes of service delivery. Solidary benefits refer to associational 
advantages that flow from feeling connected to others and belonging to a community.  

In providing these benefits, and especially as GOs increase their purposive activities, there is a tendency for 
such organizations to become more complex in their structure and function (see Smith 2000). This may also occur as 
GOs increase in size or expand their geographical scope. GOs that interact, partner, or contract with other 
organizations are particularly vulnerable to increased complexity, as well as goal displacement (see, for example, 
Hulme and Edwards 1997; Lipsky and Smith 1989-1990; Murphy and Bendell 1997). Increased complexity is a 
deep concern for voluntary efforts. Introducing new technologies and management practices can alter a voluntary 
organization’s ability to tap “the altruism and energy” of those committed to the voluntary organization’s mission 
(see Bush 1992, 404-405). 

What indicators should we then look for in classifying an organization as “grassroots”? Table 1 summarizes 
GO indicators emerging from the above review, specifying them by form and function. 

 
Table 1. Indicators of Grassroots Organizations  

Form Function 

• Voluntary 
• Nonprofit 
• Geographically place-based 
• Autonomous 
• Volunteer staff 
• Relatively small 
• Informal 
• Tendency to increase in complexity with time, 

increase in size, and expansion of purposive benefits 
• In-person relationships 

• Forums for testing ideas and values 
• Working to improve own communities 
• Membership-based 

• Accountable to membership 
• Representative of membership 

• Member- or non-member benefit 
• Providing some combination of purposive, 

material, and solidary benefits 

 
Additional criteria may be helpful in identifying GOs in cyberspace. For example, Chatman (1989) 

emphasizes the importance of organization values and norms. Value systems, she argues, “provide an elaborate and 
generalized justification both for appropriate behaviors of members and for the activities and functions of the 
system” and, building on these values, “norms, make explicit the forms of behavior that are appropriate for members 
of that system.” The strength of organization values and norms are gauged according to two criteria: intensity, or the 
strength of these values compared to other values; and crystallization, which refers to how widely shared the values 
are. The most effective organizations, then, are those with both high intensity and crystallization of organization 
values. This is most likely to occur when the values of participating individuals are congruent with the 
organization’s values. GOs, then, may have an advantage as member-driven organizations. Members may have more 
opportunities to shape and continuously define the organization’s values.  

Norms are also a key criterion of collective action. Ostrom (1990) presents the following design principles 
of communities that produce and maintain collective goods: clearly defined group boundaries; rules for use of 
collective goods that are consistent with needs; access to participation in rule modification; independence from 
external authorities; a system for member behavior monitoring; graduated sanctions; and access to conflict 
resolution mechanisms.2 These principles are closely related to characteristics associated with GOs. They also 
support looking at GOs through the lens of communities.  

Communities encompass a range of communication categories. In their study of community in cyberspace, 
McLaughlin and Associates (1997) distinguish among three categories of messages exchanged between members of 
a telegarden.  Conventional refers to the “staples with which everyday social intercourse is managed among 

                                                 
2 These principles have previously been applied to groups in cyberspace. See McLaughlin et al. 1997; and Kollock and Smith 
1994. 
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strangers” (152). This might include, for example, greetings and conversation openers that do not entail the 
exchange of personal information. Interpersonal messages, on the other hand, include those which invoke the 
personal identity of the sender or receiver(s) but do not necessarily pertain to the community as a whole.  Such 
messages might include, for example, stating ones identity, confirming another’s identity and perhaps an existing 
relationship, or seeking a relationship with another member. Communal messages are those which refer directly to 
the community, its membership, and joint activities. Discussions of norms and acceptable behavior are considered 
communal. The express purpose of McLaughlin and Associates’ research was to create a context for and then 
monitor the emergence of community. Because many grassroots organizations may have goals and benefits beyond 
the creation of community, i.e., purposive and material benefits, we have added announcements as another category 
to denote one-way communication that represents simple information sharing. 

In assessing GOs in cyberspace two types of indicators may be helpful. First are those that determine the 
existence of a GO; second are those which may suggest effectiveness or success. With respect to the latter, many 
scholars underscore the importance of community, norms, and communal type communications as important for GO 
success. As noted above, Smith (2000) attributes their unique success to their dependence on “direct in-person 
relationships” (249). He also suggests that internal organizational health can be measured by the amount of internal 
activity per capita (Ibid., 130). Elsewhere, and in greater detail, Smith (1999) outlines a range of internal success 
indicators, including peer membership, frequent face-to-face interaction, high member participation, internal 
cohesion and solidarity, an effective ideology providing purposive incentives to members, persistence over time, 
emphasis on member impact (without shifting significantly to purposive goals), relative isolation of members from 
external influences, and the promotion of a new consciousness or identity among members. 

Table 2 summarizes these additional criteria for assessing GOs in cyberspace. 
 

Table 2. Additional Indicators for Assessing Grassroots Organizations 
Gos Effectiveness 

• A continuous process of sensemaking or organization 
identity creation 

• Organization values and norms 
• Ostrom’s collective action community principles: 

• clearly defined group boundaries 
• rules for use of collective goods that are 

consistent with needs 
• access to participation in rule modification 
• independence from external authorities 
• a system for member behavior monitoring 
• graduated sanctions  
• access to conflict resolution mechanisms 

• A combination of announcement, conventional, 
interpersonal, and communal communication 

• Emphasis on solidary benefits 
• Intensity and crystallization of values and 

norms 
• Congruence between organization and member 

values 
• High degree of communal communication 
• Direct in-person relationships 
• High degree of internal activity per capita 
• Peer membership 
• Face-to-face interaction 
• Smith’s indicators for internal effectiveness: 

• peer membership 
• frequent face-to-face interaction 
• high member participation 
• internal cohesion and solidarity 
• an effective ideology providing purposive 

incentives to members 
• persistence over time 
• emphasis on member impact 
• relative isolation of members from external 

influences 
• promotion of a new consciousness or 

identity among members 
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Getting Rooted in Cyberspace: AfghanistanOnline3 
 

Abdullah Qazi initiated what would later become AfghanistanOnline (www.afghan-web.com) in 1996 as a 
way to learn about the country he left as a child. Beginning with his own research, he started his site with just a few 
pages. Initially he received only one to two hits per day; eventually he began to receive significant positive feedback 
so he continued to develop it. People also contributed content, such as pictures and stories from visits to 
Afghanistan. The more Qazi posted these, the more positive feedback he received. After a year and a half readers 
suggested he add a discussion page to enable them to interact.  

AfghanistanOnline (AO), with over 5,000 hits each day, now constitutes a place where Afghans from all 
over the world can interact and learn more about Afghanistan. The site has won numerous awards, including honors 
for web design, technical excellence, general excellence, outstanding multicultural website, and the Global Choice 
Cuisine Award for its page on Afghan cooking. The site aims to provide “the most current, and reliable information 
on Afghanistan.” The issues presented on the various pages range from news to culture, politics, history, 
biographies, and even plants and animals. AO also provides a variety of online discussion forums.  Abdullah Qazi 
describes AO as “a hobby” that he shares with his wife.  Qazi re-invests revenues from commercial activities on the 
web site, which include advertisement and the sale of Afghanistan-related products, in technology for the site.   

 Discussion forums range from the very general (such as “General Discussion Forum on Afghanistan”) to 
the very specific (such as a German language forum created by request from Afghans living in Germany).  Within 
these categories, individuals can create and add their own threads.  Thus, within the five discussion forums, 737 
topics exist with a total of 8065 postings (as of November 1, 2002).  It is through these forums that membership is 
enacted.  Therefore, the forums are the primary focus of this case study.  The most active forum is the “General 
Discussion Forum on Afghanistan.” Here, many threads are concerned with continuing developments in 
Afghanistan, the prospects and progress for the future of Afghanistan, current events and their implications for 
Afghanistan, and history, culture, and personal memories of Afghanistan. 

The Web site (including its forums) is publicly available and requires no registration.  Yet in order to 
actively contribute to the forums (i.e., create and add discussion threads and participate in the ongoing electronic 
conversations), one must register.  Those who register are considered “members.”  As of November 1, 2002, 
AfghanistanOnline counted 244 registered members. Within the membership category, individuals may achieve a 
certain level of membership. Membership levels range from “newbie” (0-10) to junior (10-50), full (50-100), and 
senior members (100+).  As with any organization, a subgroup of people is particularly active and constitutes the 
core group of members.  These core members typically initiate discussion topics/threads and are among the most 
active responders. 

During the registration process, one sets up a personal profile thus creating and sharing one’s personal 
identity.  A member can identify his or her name, age, and instant messenger information.  Further, one may create a 
personal avatar, which is often embodied in a picture or a quote, or both.  For example, one core member adopts a 
picture of the popular Star Wars character, Yoda (a reflective Jedi warrior from the movie Star Wars) holding what 
appears to be a cigarette and a cocktail.  Another adopts as his avatar a picture of a cartoon tiger with the quote, “I 
am in love with the land of flying eagles/tigers,” a reference to his homeland, Afghanistan. Still another member 
does not use an avatar but provides a quote expressing his or her love to the server powering the site.  In addition to 
simply using them as identifiers, members enact their avatars. For example, one member uses an animated graphic 
of a dolphin leaping in and out of an ocean and goes by the name “Peace.” Peace, in fact, does play the role of a 
peacemaker and tries to keep the dialogue relatively light-hearted. 

Membership comes with very few obligations.  There is no requirement to participate in conversations once 
a member is registered.  Upon registration, a member need only agree not to post vulgar or defamatory messages. 
Anyone who feels that a posting is objectionable may contact the Administrator (Qazi), who reserves the right to 
remove such content.  However, as the removal process is manual, removal of content and ejection of a member is 
extremely rare.  Rather than relying on “rules” of membership, the members continuously develop their own 
community and organizational norms through a continuous and ongoing discussion of appropriate behavior, as 
illustrated in the threads described below.   

Some threads center on the notion of social, political and cultural tolerance versus politically charged on-
line behavior.  For example, one member initiated a thread, titled “Bah!” in which he identifies himself as an 
American veteran home from fighting in Afghanistan.  The message was inflammatory and prompted several heated 
                                                 
3 The case description draws from personal interviews conducted by the authors, as well as empirical data and observation of the 
web page, covering the three month period, August 1 – November 1, 2002.  Quotes from the discussion forums and web page 
include the original stylized language, as well as errors in punctuation and spelling. 
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responses. Another member stepped in as a peacemaker, declaring what she perceived as the appropriate norms of 
behavior, including a respect for diversity and a tolerance for others.  She then tried to redirect some of the 
member’s energies to a more constructive purpose from which all members could benefit, suggesting that the group 
would enjoy hearing some of the original poster’s stories about Afghanistan.  In other threads, name-calling and 
personal attacks seem to be accepted without question. 

A thread titled “100th post of the forum! Some stats so far” explicitly addresses communication norms. For 
example, in defense of his labeling another member a spammer, a member wrote that he enjoyed the other member’s 
personal stories and newspaper articles but suggested that the member keep news articles to a minimum.  These 
discussions illustrate the continuous process of negotiating and collectively determining appropriate norms. 

Members derive purposive benefits through the pursuit of goals.  Such goals may be oriented to 
nonmembers or members of AO.  With regard to the former, the thread “The Children of Afghanistan” prompted 
several efforts to help Afghan children.  Thus, for example, a member suggested that members donate to a charity 
called, “Help the Afghan Children.”  The member noted that he had done research on this particular charity, via an 
online charity watchdog organization, and provided some background information on the charity, the URL, and the 
link to provide donations.  Another member suggested that the members of the forum join together to give directly 
to Afghan families; he solicited information on how money could be transferred to Afghanistan, how the bank 
system was operating, etc.  There is no way of knowing the results of these efforts since communication between 
forum members takes place through instant messaging and private email to which the authors of this article do not 
have access. With regard to striving for individual purposive goals, members are often a resource to each other.  For 
example, a member created a topic thread, “Let’s talk about Old memories,” where with great emotion he related the 
nature of his formative years in Afghanistan (discussing family members and neighborhoods).  Through the course 
of the thread, it became apparent that another member intends to make a documentary film about Afghans living in 
Toronto.  Members joined in to offer suggestions on the film, how he could go about making it.  One member even 
offered to assist him. 

Material benefits derive from both the forums and the broader web site. As noted above, the site is a font of 
information about Afghanistan and its history for all those wanting to learn more. In fact, the site claims to be “a 
point of reference for many schools and organizations” regarding information about Afghanistan. The forums 
provide additional opportunities to share information about current events and opportunities. Some members have 
returned to Afghanistan and occasionally, members will ask for updates on what is happening on the ground there.  
On a more mundane level, members swap Afghan recipes, and discuss locating wives for each other.  

Members of AO excel at delivering solidary benefits to each other through the nature of their online 
interaction with each other. For example the above-noted thread, “Let’s Talk About Old Memories,” serves as a 
verbal postcard of old Afghanistan prior to the Soviet invasion.  The initiating member discusses his old memories 
of neighborhoods and people and happy times.  Others respond by asking him if he knew certain people when he 
lived Afghanistan, to which he, in turn, responds by discussing his memories of those people, of playing soccer and 
of his grandfather.  Others join in to provide support for his apparent regret at not being able to pursue his university 
education as a result of the Soviet invasion. A personal discussion ensues where the member shares details of his 
family life and hopes for the future. 

 
CGOs and GOs: Similarities and Distinctions 
 
Similarities with GOs 
 
 AO meets most of the criteria the literature suggests for identifying GOs.  We thus understand AO as a 
cyber-grassroots organization (CGO).  Table 3 revisits those criteria and applies them to AO’s characteristics.   

The GW Center for the Study of Globalization Occasional Paper Series 
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Table 3. CGOs and GOs: Similarities and Differences 

GO Form Characteristics GO Functions 

Traditional GO Cyber-GO Traditional GO Cyber GO 

Voluntary  Forums for testing ideas and values  

Nonprofit  Membership-based  

Geographically place-based  • Accountable  

Autonomous  • Representative  

Volunteer staff  Non-member benefits  

Relatively small  Member benefits  

Informal  • Purposive  

Tendency to increase in 
complexity  

 • Material  

In-person relationships  • Solidary  

denotes similarity between GOs and CGOs 
denotes difference between GOs and CGOs 

 
With regard to the GO form, AO is autonomous.  It has no political affiliations and no formal affiliations 

with other organizations or institutions, though it may provide links to others and others may link to it.  The CGO is 
staffed by volunteers.  Qazi is a co-founder and the sole administrator of AO.  He volunteers his own efforts, talents, 
skills and money in support of his efforts and those of the members.  Qazi’s board members are also volunteers.  He 
does not earn profits from his site.  Membership in the CGO is strictly voluntary and largely informal.  One becomes 
a member by registering and achieves membership seniority according to a quantitative scale of messages posted.  
AO does not impose any formal obligations on its members.  Indeed, one can register or become a formal member 
and never participate again.  As with GOs more broadly, membership is enacted through participation.  The CGO is 
thus highly informal in its internal operations. 
 AO also performs all the functions of GOs as suggested by the literature.  It functions as a forum and venue 
in which ideas are tested and values are developed.  Interactive conversations appear to be the central function of the 
Web site.  In these conversations, members debate, probe, test each other’s ideas and argue.  In the process they 
constantly create and renew their organizational norms, such as, for example, the extent to which they tolerate 
diversity of opinion, personal attacks and political entrenchment.  AO is membership driven.  Without the members’ 
active participation – through posting, debating, attacking, discussing, and announcing – AO would be nothing more 
than a Web site.  It would still be a useful source of information, but it would not reflect the grassroots and it would 
not be an organization in the sense of a process of collective sense-making.  The CGO, therefore, is inherently 
accountable to and representative of its membership. 
 Through active participation, members derive the benefits commonly associated with participation in GOs 
generally.  They derive the purposive benefits of striving towards goals – be they individual goals, such as 
producing a documentary, or non-member benefit goals, such as sending educational supplies to Afghan children or 
donating directly to Afghan families.  Members also derive material benefits from their participation.  A primary 
material benefit is information on a range of issues relevant to Afghanistan past and present.  Finally, AO 
emphasizes solidary benefits.  Members derive benefits associated with interpersonal communication.  This is 
demonstrated in members’ heavy use of the discussion forums, their awareness of each other as individuals (and 

The GW Center for the Study of Globalization Occasional Paper Series 



Globalization, the Internet, and the Voluntary Sector: the Emergence of Cyber-Grassroots Organizations             7 

 

personas) and in their recognition of each other’s distinct personalities.  They share stories, backgrounds, recipes, 
news, information about common acquaintances and cultural differences.  They thus build social capital.  But, as 
Putnam notes, even social capital has its “dark side” (2000, 350) and these interactions also result in personal attacks 
from time to time.   
 AO is working to improve its own community. However, the supra-geographic nature of cyberspace raises 
questions as to how members of CGOs define own community. For example, “community” can refer to the on-line 
community created as the organization’s identity, values and norms are continuously negotiated; it can refer to the 
community defined by categorical membership, in this case, the broader Afghan diaspora; or it can refer to the 
community for which non-member purposive goals are directed, in this case, Afghanistan. In addition, a member’s 
“community” simultaneously may mean different things to different members at different times.  

AO responds to all of these communities. Through the topical choices and post content, AOs’ members 
confirm their collective identity with a shared concern related to Afghan culture, current events, and future prospects 
for peace, stability, and quality of life.  The norms and values of the online community are the topic of continuous 
negotiation, with certain characteristics repeatedly confirmed, such as diversity, even though values are continuously 
negotiated, such as tolerance for alternative views. By providing forums and resources (informational and otherwise) 
to the Afghan diaspora, regardless of an individual’s country of residence, AO potentially serves this community as 
well. Members may refer to other sources and discussion lists within the diaspora, thus confirming their 
identification with this broader community. Finally, AO pursues purposive goals directed to Afghanistan, though not 
formally, nor as a primary emphasis. 

In addition to these general GO characteristics, AO also exhibits the additional features of GOs noted 
above. As a community in cyber-space, especially through its interaction on the Forums and its  testing of values and 
ideas noted above, AO as an organization demonstrates a continuous process of sensemaking and organization 
identity creation. This is notable, for example, in the discussions surrounding organization values and norms, 
demonstrated above. As for communication, as with communities in physical space, AO relies on a range of 
communication categories. The Forums demonstrate announcements, conventional communication (members 
exchanging views on current events), interpersonal communication (members expressing respect for each other, or 
identifying and exploring common interests), and communal communication (as demonstrated in the discussions of 
norms). 

AO also exhibits Ostrom’s collective action community principles. Group boundaries are defined and 
managed through the registration process. Rules for the use of collective goods – the infrastructure of the site – are 
initially specified in the registration process, and then are continuously negotiated among the members, in order to 
meet their needs for information and solidarity. This negotiation process further demonstrates members’ ability to 
participation in rule modification. Member behavior is monitored both through feedback from other members, as 
well as through referral to the moderator, though usually as a last resort. The moderator employs graduated 
sanctions, again, relying on feedback from the members with respect to the intensity and number of violations. 
Conflict is resolved primarily through member discussions, again, with recourse to the moderator as a last resort. 

 
GO Success Indicators 
 

CGOs also exhibit many of the success factors suggested in the literature. While evaluating AO’s 
effectiveness is beyond the scope of this paper, it is evident that it demonstrates some of these success factors to 
varying degrees. For example, while they do not provide for “face-to-face” interactions, the information 
technologies employed in cyberspace do allow for rapid, frequent, and intensely personal interaction, which crosses 
temporal and geographic limitations. This is most notable in AO’s forum discussions. AO also applies internal 
activity per capita to define seniority among members, thus enabling observers to identify a smaller “core” 
membership among AO’s 244 registered members. While AO members may be diverse in some respects, i.e., 
citizenship, country of residence, age, gender, they do share a common interest in Afghanistan, and most appear to 
be members of the Afghan diaspora. In this latter sense, they can be considered peers.  

Clearly AO emphasizes solidary benefits in the online community developed. Members who do not agree 
with the values expressed do not remain in the community. For example, in one thread, a member introduced herself 
and became the recipient of teasing due to her name and personal avatar. She denounced the group as rude and left 
without further participation. The intensity and crystallization of values and norms is difficult to assess. The 
crystallization of values – i.e, how widely shared they are – is particularly difficult to assess, given the continuous 
negotiation processes with respect to values and norms. In fact, most of these discussions do not end in any universal 
consensus. Members who disagree with the tone may engage and complain or simply move on to a discussion in 
another thread. 
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Unique Characteristics of Cyber-Grassroots Organizations 
 

While CGOs share general characteristics with GOs and may attain their success by similar means, they 
also have distinct characteristics and associated strengths and weaknesses, deriving from their existence in 
cyberspace. 

 
Distinctions and Relative Strengths of CGOs 
 
 CGOs differ in several ways from GOs generally.  While the literature suggests that GOs are place-based, 
generally in local communities, and depend on direct, in-person relationships, CGOs are supra-geographical and rely 
solely on computer-mediated-communication.  Furthermore, their supra-geographical nature and their reliance on 
computer-mediated-communication, far from being weaknesses, are actually strengths and offer several significant 
advantages.   
 CGOs potentially encompass a greater number of members than GOs generally.  Web sites and electronic 
discussion forums, unlike other common GO meeting places (such as clubs, member homes and public halls) can 
accommodate an unlimited number of people.  Thus, CGOs are not necessarily small.  As the AO case demonstrates, 
they can accommodate more people while still effecting solidarity and social benefits among members.  Indeed, 
such CGOs may well erode the distinction between what Putnam calls “bridging” and “bonding” social capital.  This 
occurs in two ways.  

First, these CGOs represent bridging, bonding, and “bridging-to-bond” social capital. AO includes 
members from all over the world, who can communicate asynchronously across time zones and personal schedules, 
thus facilitating bridging social capital.  Because it allows and facilitates inter-personal and communal 
communication, it also provides for bonding social capital as the discussion of the threads above suggests.  CGOs 
also afford an opportunity to bridge people to enable them to bond, by overcoming physical constraints to bringing 
people together (assuming people have access to the Internet). These physical constraints include geographic space, 
time differences, and other physical challenges such as those who may be disabled or house-bound.  

Second, CGOs erode the hard and fast distinction between bridging and bonding social capital in the 
temporal sense. These CGOs are living communities, continuously negotiating their identities and benefits (both 
member and non-member). Thus, bonding social capital can evolve into bridging capital in the more traditional 
sense through the emergence of purposive goals. The pursuit of these purposive goals may be temporary, until a 
particular effort is completed, with others periodically, but perhaps not continuously emerging.  As communities, 
there are also multiple discussions occurring simultaneously, allowing for the concurrent development of both 
bridging and bonding social capital. Hence, at any point in time, CGOs may be considered GOs, GSOs, or both, 
depending on their activities’ benefits and targeted community (i.e., their own online community, or another, such as 
in Afghanistan). 
 CGOs can more easily avoid the complexity trap often suffered by their traditional counterparts. CGOs’ 
only organizational costs are those associated with the server and start up technologies.  In the case studied here, 
these costs were paid by a willing grassroots entrepreneur who founded the CGO and continues to serve voluntarily 
as its administrator.  Because operating costs are relatively low, CGO founders do not need to engage in fundraising 
and, therefore, CGOs potentially can avoid the organizational complexity and the need for formalization that 
accompanies it.  That is, they can avoid formal incorporation as well as the need to formalize functional distinctions 
between volunteers and members.  Thus, CGOs can grow and still remain both flexible and member-driven.  They 
can also continue to operate on the basis of norms, rather than formal rules, and these norms can continue to be 
developed by members, through debating and enacting them.   

In short, due to low transaction costs, growth in size is not likely to inspire a need for greater complexity. 
Similarly, there is no reason to expect that a need for complexity will emerge over time. It is possible that CGOs will 
encounter a need for relatively more complexity as they pursue purposive benefits. However, to date AO has relied 
on its members’ volunteerism “off-line,” that is, outside the confines of the organization itself to pursue purposive 
benefits. These benefits, whether for members or non-members, tend to encompass self-selected members, thus not 
requiring further role differentiation. In the event that AO chooses to pursue purposive goals in a more structured 
way, which may also require fundraising, it may eventually seek to formalize programs and roles, and to incorporate 
as nonprofit, 501(c)3 organizations. However, there is nothing at this time to suggest that it will move in that 
direction. 

Their existence in cyber-space also amplifies CGOs’ more traditional comparative advantages. For 
example, Hirschman’s (1984) Principle of Conservation and Mutation of Social Energy calls attention to GOs’ flux 
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and redefines their “failures.”  He notes that most effective GOs are comprised of individuals who have previously 
participated in unsuccessful grassroots efforts. Therefore, these previous efforts cannot be considered failures in the 
sense that learning occurs and the “social energy” developed remains in “storage” until it is reactivated in a new 
form or for a new function.  More recently, in her review of GOs’ participation in policy processes internationally, 
Coston (1999) notes the importance of their latent capacity, which can be mobilized on an as-needed basis.  

Due to their greater flexibility, lower transaction costs, and potential for a relatively larger and more 
diverse membership, CGOs may represent greater and more easily mobilized latent capacity, which can be called 
upon for a variety of purposive goals, member- and non-member-directed alike. In fact, it is possible that the 
informal, member-driven nature of CGOs, coupled with low operating costs, may enable CGOs to better foster and 
maintain the sector’s voluntary spirit, allowing for members to initiate spontaneous altruism and providing a low 
cost, convenient means by which to store this social energy until the next opportunity to altruistically engage 
emerges through members’ sharing of ideas and identification of common interests. 

 
Potential Weaknesses 
 

In addition to their several strengths, CGOs entail some notable potential weaknesses.  For example, some 
might see the relative emphasis on solidary benefits and socializing as a flaw to the extent that this focus may 
displace larger purposive objectives.  On the other hand, the development of social relationships may provide a 
stronger foundation for collective action around purposive objectives.   

Similarly, given the size and scope of CGOs – encompassing a relatively large, potentially limitless, 
number of people from around the world, it may prove difficult for members to mobilize around purposive goals 
targeting specific non-members in specific geographical-place based locations.  Thus, for example, it remains to be 
seen whether the members follow through on sending school supplies to Afghan children, producing documentaries, 
and providing financial assistance directly to families in Afghanistan.  On the other hand, a great deal of purposive 
activity, including that which is targeted at location-specific actors, can be facilitated through the Internet through 
networking, email correspondence between members that does not appear on the discussion boards, and off-line 
interactions that their membership in the CGOs may prompt and facilitate.4  It may also be difficult for these 
organizations to claim credit for purposive goals when they are pursued by a subset of the membership, which may 
not share the results of their efforts with the rest of the community. 

 
Globalization, the Internet, and CGOs: New Understandings and Future Directions 
 

There is a wider array of grassroots organizations, constantly inventing themselves, than an investigation of 
GOs in the physical world would suggest.  In addition to what we traditionally consider GOs, people are gathering 
on the Internet to form relationships, exchange information, and engage in purposive activities – that is, they are 
creating CGOs.   

In light of global and technological changes, this investigation and analysis of CGOs suggests that we must 
adapt the way we think of GOs more generally. Specifically, our traditional understanding of GOs is oriented, at 
least in part, to characteristics of size (small) and scope (local) and, by extension, to the nature of communication 
(direct and in-person).  These characteristics are less important in a networked world, where technology presents us 
with opportunities to form large, global organizations that include little or no face-to-face interaction, but highly 
personal communication nonetheless.  Indeed, despite their large size, global scope and reliance on computer 
mediated communication, CGOs engage in the same set of functions as GOs in the physical, place-based world.  
Furthermore, these global and technological changes blur the demarcations among “communities” and categories, 
facilitating a CGO’s ability to provide multiple benefits simultaneously, to members and non-members alike. Thus, 
CGOs can at once be GOs and GSOs, supporting other communities, and cultivating a range of social capital – 
bonding, bridging, and bridging to bond. 

In defining and identifying GOs, this research emphasizes the importance of their qualitative 
characteristics, such as their informal organizational arrangements and their focus on norms.  And, it is not just the 
norms themselves that are important; it is in the process of their development that the very organization is created, 
and its benefits generated. GOs generally, and CGOs specifically, are living communities – dynamic organizations 
that are constantly creating and renewing themselves through member interaction.   

                                                 
4 Very little research exists on the offline impact of such electronic activities.  However, for early, suggestive studies see Brainard 
and Siplon (2002) and McNutt (1999). 
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CGOs also raise questions regarding how success should be defined and measured. One could argue that 
CGOs represent the latest manifestation of continuing discussions regarding the relative merit of civic virtue and 
civic activism. Is it enough to create solidary benefits through forums, which serve as test beds for ideas and values? 
Or must these ideas and values be activated in the physical world in order to produce the benefits of voluntary 
action? In an era in which scholars, policy makers, and nonprofit and voluntary sector leaders are concerned with the 
reported erosion of social capital and its implications for democracy and democratic life, scholars can investigate 
further whether, and to what extent, CGOs constitute valid and effective laboratories of democracy that can facilitate 
and promote civic life.   

More research is required in order to better understand how CGOs facilitate the pursuit of the purposive, 
policy, and advocacy objectives of their members.  These questions are particularly salient to digital diasporas – 
diasporas organized on the Internet. Their potential influence in both their home- and host-lands underscores the 
promise of CGOs. With further study of these and other CGOs, we will gain a fuller and richer understanding of 
how voluntary efforts are impacted by global scope and information technology.   
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