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Introduction
In 2020 CTIN initiated research studies to better understand the nature of the civic tech
community and its actors in Africa. This research included investigations into CTIN’s
African civic tech database, as well as collecting case studies in an effort to map and
interrogate the makeup, state, dynamics and results/impacts of civic tech in Africa. The
research intended to explore both the breadth/reach of civic tech, as well as digging
deeper into understanding the civic tech actors, focusing on their demographic profiles,
trajectories, motivations, needs and issues.
The African civic tech community has been growing since 2008, therefore CTIN hoped
to produce research that explored the trends, profiles, anatomy of the African civic tech
space, as well as issues experienced by the community. Additionally, CTIN wanted to
begin identifying useful issues or questions for action, research or advocacy that might
be taken forward.
This paper is a short overview report providing insights into the African civic tech
community as well as detailing and documenting the phase one research activities
including the research objectives, challenges, progress, outputs and next steps.

Background
CTIN sought to research the civic tech space for several reasons, including:
1) limited existing research into African civic tech despite its evolution since 2008;
2) lack of established terminology which has led to poor clarity or even
disagreement about what ‘civic tech’ actually means; and finally
3) mining the data that CTIN has been collecting since 2018 to analyse and profile
civic tech activities in Africa.

Researchers
The research was initially undertaken by a researcher, Radhika Mia and she was led
and guided by Halfdan Lynge-Mangueira, senior lecturer from Wits School of
Governance (also a CTIN Reference Group member). The initial research was
continued by researcher Majaha Dlamini who assisted with the research and case
studies documentation.

Research Objectives
Through this research project, CTIN aimed to explore and document the profile and
evolution of the civic tech movement in Africa, measuring the factors for its success and
failure, finding the missing gaps, and discovering civic tech’s potential in the African
context. CTIN aimed to produce several research outputs including publishing academic
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articles, blogs, (media) write-ups and opinion articles from key insights and lessons that
emerge.

Methodology - Data
In an effort to understand African civic tech we used a range of methods, mainly
qualitative, including surveys, interviews and an analysis of the African civic tech
databases. To gain a deep and rich understanding of civic tech CTIN began the
research with preliminary informant interviews with key civic tech actors to identify
relevant questions. The research also included an online survey, guided by questions
raised during the exploratory interviews. The survey targeted and aimed to take stock of
African civic tech and identify obstacles to further growth. However, the survey have
very limited success due to a flawed contact list which resulted in a low response rate; it
received only 19 responses which were not enough for further analysis.
Following the low responses to the survey, the research team focused on mining and
analysing the Civic Tech Africa Directory and Case Studies database projects. The
database contained information about approximately 180 African civic tech projects
(country, duration, objectives, technology etc.). Before the analysis of the databases,
the research team simultaneously cleaned, scanned other sources for more information,
and examined and verified the existing information for each civic tech organisation listed
in the database. This was followed by coding the database using the codebook
developed by the Civic Tech Field Guide, an international crowdsourced collection of
‘tech for good’ tools and projects. The analysis of the database enabled us CTIN to gain
some preliminary findings and insights into African civic tech.

Preliminary Findings
Themes emerging from exploratory interviews
Emerging questions
People tend to define civic tech in a three-dimensional space. The first dimension
relates to ‘actors’: who qualifies as “civic”? Answers range from “anyone who is not
government”, which includes academia and the private sector, to only non-profit
organisations, which excludes even small start-ups. The second dimension relates to
‘technology’. Does civic tech require the application of digital technology, or even
advanced data science - or is “pen and paper” also technology? The last dimension
relates to ‘area’. Is civic tech restricted to “up-stream” pressure on the government to
increase transparency and accountability, or does it include “down-stream” provision of
goods and services, where civic tech can address implementation bottlenecks?.
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Defining civic tech in a three-dimensional space lends itself to a diagram that could
potentially evolve into a model.

The boundaries of what defines civic tech remain loosely defined. It is also a contested
playing field as to who could be part of the emerging civic tech community. Part of the
fuzziness can be attributed to the unprecedented growth of the internet and the
emergence of digital technologies and social media platforms that are radically
changing the way we access, share and consume information, how we interact and
relate with others, and the ways in which citizens are engaging with governments.
The commercialization of civic tech
The “Civic tech” identified in the databases, as it has emerged in Africa, is still largely
dependent on donor funding. There are at least two reasons for this. First, endogenous
funding has been available for civically-driven tech initiatives (and indeed civic activism
in general) in Africa. Secondly, people in civic tech tend to come from a non-profit
background and tend not to be commercially oriented. Some civic tech organisations
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have started exploring alternative revenue streams, but they are struggling - as are
most other NGOs on the continent. Also, there are potential legal issues when non-profit
organisations start engaging in for-profit work. Commercialisation has tended to take
two forms: (1) providing solutions to public institutions (government contracts) such as
Open Up and Open Cities Lab in South Africa, Pollicy in Uganda and (2) selling
products and services to private enterprises.
Public sector demand for civic tech
Government capacity to absorb civic tech is limited. Government officials often do not
have the right skills-sets, the administrative culture is old-fashioned, and government
procurement processes are not geared toward civic tech solutions. Many civic tech
organisations want to work with the government, but often run into a brick wall when
confronted with the bureaucracy and the politics of the public sector. An example here is
service delivery feedback mechanisms. Unless there is capacity and incentive to
respond, such mechanisms are unlikely to produce change. This underlines the
importance of understanding the political economy around civic tech initiatives and fully
adapting to the local context, which sometimes does not happen due to the incentives
created by donor funding. The issues are complex and require further study.

Preliminary findings from database analysis
● There was an increase in civic tech projects after 2010, this finding is consistent
with existing literature however the data revealed a drop in recent years.
● The data shows that civic tech is concentrated in more advanced economies
such as Kenya, South Africa, Nigeria and Uganda. However, there is a possible
bias in the data due to language barriers, personal contacts, and knowledge
about specific countries
● More than half of the projects are concentrated in one sector: Democracy &
Governance, which is also consistent with the literature, again, there is a possible
bias in the data as Democracy & Governance is viewed as the default code for
most civic tech projects
● More database analysis can be found in this analysis
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African projects over time, diagram by Dr Halfdan Lynge

Challenges
CTIN experienced a few challenges during the research including low responses to the
survey, and personnel changes in the research team which affected continuity in the
progress of the research. The biggest challenge to this kind of research however
continues to be in the capacity to conduct an adequate census and documentation of
civic tech across Africa because of the weak category (“civic tech”), language
differences, and inadequate internet representation. Limitations in the database
(including inadequate coverage of many countries), contact lists of practitioners, and
informants to develop insights are a limitation. However, this project did serve as a very
useful “litmus test” of the context, as initial and novel work.

Outputs
CTIN produced a rich set of research outputs from the research project, including:
● A cleaner, encoded database - Through desktop searches, more information was
added, categories were created, the database began to better represent and
reveal a fraction of the African civic tech story, this initial analysis collated by lead
researcher, Halfdan Lynge-Mangueira highlighted and interpreted the key
insights and emerging questions
● CTIN also hosted four engagements to create a reservoir of case studies on civic
tech best practices and lessons for other civic tech initiatives in Africa, in this
project we collected 12 case studies and we produced a working paper on
enabling learning through case studies.
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● Several blogs/preliminary articles including
➔ “Civic tech community excelling in helping to handle the pandemic”
published in Business Day
➔ Civic Tech: Some Historical (and admittedly Eurocentric) Reflections
➔ Defining and Understanding the Civic Tech Space
➔ Scaling civic tech in Africa

Next Steps
The next steps for CTIN include scoping ideas for Phase 2 of the research project,
building upon the interesting insights and questions that came out of Phase 1. CTIN will
be selecting some research questions from this, and other Network activities, to define
focus areas for this next phase of the research activity. CTIN is also currently exploring
a valuable evidence mapping research piece with the African Centre for Evidence
(ACE) at the University of Johannesburg as a means to build up a robust, open
evidence base for ongoing research and policy support. CTIN and ACE hope to begin
this research in the second quarter of 2022.

