MAKING EXPERTISE VISIBLE
A disruptive workplace study with a social justice goal
Rebecca Walton
Utah State University, USA

Workplace studies in technical and professional communication primarily have focused on
formalized workplaces in the Global North, a narrow scope that can lead to oppressive,
normalizing assumptions regarding what on-the-ground practice of professional
communication looks like. This article conveys how nonelite youth in Rwanda engage in
technology-mediated communication to find and conduct work. This research highlights
the legitimacy of participants’ technological expertise within and for their professional
and cultural contexts. Presenting pictures of work-relevant communication that occurs
primarily outside of formalized organizations and that involves primarily short-term work,
these findings broaden our field’s understanding of what it means to use technology in
professionally relevant ways.
Keywords. Workplace study, Social justice, Technology, Rwanda.

With their focus on the day-to-day practice of work and the communication
facilitating it, workplace studies can yield valuable insights for the field of
technical and professional communication (TPC). Unfortunately, workplace
studies in TPC primarily have focused on formalized workplaces in the Global
North, a narrow scope that can lead to oppressive, normalizing assumptions
regarding what on-the-ground practice of professional communication looks like.
The relation of this narrow scope to issues of social justice becomes clear when we
note that many of the people whose work experiences and practices are
underrepresented and whose expertise is underrecognized occupy positions of
lesser privilege.
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Privilege is an unearned advantage related to a preferred status—such as
being male or being able-bodied—that benefits those who are granted this status
to the exclusion and detriment of those who are not (Black & Stone, 2005, p.
244). People who do not occupy positions of privilege encounter various forms
and degrees of oppression, which has been defined as the inhibition of one’s
ability to develop and engage one’s capacities and to express needs, feelings, and
thoughts (Young, 2009, p. 55). Within the field of TPC, there is a growing body
of work that engages with issues of social justice: i.e., that “investigates how
communication broadly defined can amplify the agency of oppressed people”
(Jones & Walton, forthcoming). One way to amplify agency is to explicitly
recognize, to make visible, the expertise of oppressed people.
Making visible some of that underrecognized expertise, this article
presents findings from an exploratory study of how nonelite youth in Kigali,
Rwanda, use and perceive computers and cell phones in their everyday lives. One
of the most prominent threads of data that emerged from this research involves
how youth use communication technologies to find and perform paid work. Their
technology usage occurs primarily outside of formalized organizations and
involves primarily short-term work, reflecting norms that disrupt some of our
field’s expectations regarding sites and contexts of workplace studies and
regarding how people use technology for the world of work. Patterns of workrelevant technology usage shine light on the expert tactics of nonelite young
people as they 1) earn money, 2) seek employment, and 3) risk harm in their
pursuit of paid work. The findings from this exploratory research highlight the
legitimacy of participants’ technological expertise within and for their professional
and cultural contexts, expertise that can broaden our field’s understanding of what
it means to use technology in professionally relevant ways.

Workplace Studies
To understand the functions and improve the practice of professional
communication, it is important to study not just static representations of
communication such as texts but also the practices of which they are a part, the
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broader contexts within which they function, and the technologies used to create
and share them (Rude, 2009, p. 181). Workplace studies investigate day-to-day
practices and challenges of work and the technology that facilitates it in complex
environments (Heath & Luff, 2000, p. 8). By the end of the 1990s, workplace
studies of practice had become common in our field (Zachry, 2000), with scholars
studying the communication of professionals in areas such as engineering
(Winsor, 1999), accounting (Devitt, 1991), and military research (Henderson,
1996). Research in the situated practice of workplace communication continues,
with studies focusing on workers who do (e.g., McCarthy, Grabill, HartDavidson, McLeod, 2011) and do not (e.g., Jones, 2014) identify primarily as
writers.
Typically, these studies have been situated within professional workplace
organizations, but a variety of factors are calling into question dominant notions
of what is considered “professional” and what is considered a “workplace.”
Affecting the “place” of “workplace,” distributed work environments are becoming
increasingly common, thanks to the rise of outsourcing, telecommuting, and
virtual teams (Ware, 2002). Recent services such as coworking also shift notions
of what constitutes a “workplace,” particularly for those involved in freelancing,
independent contracting, and other extra- and cross-institutional work (Spinuzzi,
2012). Disrupting dominant notions of both “workplace” and “professional,”
Petersen (2014) noted that professional identity is often linked with institutions
but that ignoring extra-institutional professional practice is marginalizing to
populations whose opportunities to earn income lie outside of institutions: “Their
lack of legitimacy as professionals is a problem” (p. 278). This is especially true
considering that, as Kimball (2006) pointed out, “more technical communication
[is] happening outside, between, and through corporations and other institutions”
(p. 67). The inadequacy of dominant notions of “professional” and “workplace” to
account for this technical communication highlights gaps in the field’s body of
workplace studies.
To address these gaps, we need more research that takes a critical
approach to what traditionally has been an instrumental concern: effective use of
technology to facilitate work practice. Contextualized, situated research
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addressing a wide range of professional environments is important, as scholars
have noted that social and cultural considerations at multiple levels—e.g., the
organization, the professional field, the local community, the nation—are key to
the effective practice of work and work-relevant communication (Agboka, 2013a;
Dura, Singhal, & Elias, 2013; Jones, 2014; McCarthy et al., 2011; Walton, Mays,
& Haselkorn, 2016). For example, McCarthy et al. (2011) found that social
structures significantly affected how employees used communication tools and
technologies to accomplish their work, Walton et al. (2016) found that change
management must be informed by professional communication and practices that
are congruent with organizational culture, and Agboka (2013a) found that
linguistic translation did not result in useful, appropriate product information
when unaccompanied by broader understandings of cultural context and norms.
This research suggests, therefore, that instrumental considerations are insufficient
to understand the relevance of technology to the world of work and that many,
varied, local pictures of workplace practice are necessary to understand how
technology facilitates and impedes work-relevant goals, communication, and
practice.

Rwandan Context
In Rwandan cultural and economic contexts, youth and technology are often
linked. Reflecting this linkage, the Rwandan national ministries of Youth and of
Information and Communication Technology were merged in 2012 into a single
government ministry called MINIYOUTH, which focuses on supporting youth
economic empowerment (Kanyesigye, 2012). Rwandan youth have been described
as “the ultimate drivers of Rwanda’s development agenda” (Kanyesigye, 2012),
and the Rwandan government has invested heavily in information and
communication technology (ICT) infrastructure, believing technology to be a vital
investment in the country’s long-term development (Republic of Rwanda, 2000;
National Institute of Statistics of Rwanda, 2014). The country’s national budget is
30-40 percent development aid, and the investments in youth and technology
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represent a major part of the nation’s ambitious development agenda (World
Bank, 2014; National Institute of Statistics of Rwanda, 2014, p. 5).
However, for all the effort and investment in promoting ICTs in Rwanda,
surprisingly little research has explored technology usage in Rwandan contexts.
Researchers have investigated the use of mobile phones by Rwandan business
owners (Donner, 2006) and differences among Rwandan mobile users in terms of
gender and income (Blumenstock et al., 2010). One quantitative survey conducted
at a Rwandan youth center found that youths’ likelihood of computer usage
increased with frequent access to computers and training programs, and that
female youth involvement in the computer center was positively associated with
employment of female instructors (Bandyopadhyay & Negash, 2009; Negash,
2012). But this research does not shed light on how Rwandan youth use ICTs,
and even less is known about the effects of these technologies on their wellbeing—financial, professional, and otherwise. Generating this understanding of
how youth use and think about technologies in their daily life is hugely important,
considering not only the centrality of youth and technology to the government’s
economic goals but also the grim plight of nonelite Rwandan youth.
The 1994 genocide and the following HIV/AIDS epidemic orphaned
hundreds of thousands of Rwandan children, separating them from the traditional
care-giving structure of extended families (Ward & Eyber, 2009) and leading to
what was a new social phenomenon in Rwanda: youth-headed households.
Approximately 10 years postgenocide, there were an estimated 250,000-plus
households headed by youth who lacked adult caregivers (Human Rights Watch,
2003). Rwandans who were children during the genocide have now become
youth, defined in the Rwandan context as unmarried people 14 to 35 years old
(National Institute of Statistics of Rwanda, 2014). Youth comprise more than half
of the population in Kigali, the nation’s capital (National Institute of Statistics of
Rwanda, 2014, p. xix), and by 2012, youth-headed households were so common
that more than 40 percent of male urban youth were the oldest person in their
household, each of which had an average of three young people (National
Institute of Statistics of Rwanda, 2014, p. 54).
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Research revealed that youth heads of household are separated from
extended families and communities (Thurman et al., 2006). Socially marginalized
youth, who have weakened or severed family and social ties, are vulnerable to
sexual exploitation and drug use (Stevens, 1999). These nonelite youth face rigid
social requirements to achieve adult status: young men must procure acceptable
housing before proposing marriage, and female youth must marry and give birth
to children to achieve social status as adult women. When socially acceptable
standards of adulthood are too difficult to attain, youth becomes not a transition
period between childhood and adulthood but a permanent period of limbo
(Singerman, 2007, p. 6). This is the case for many Rwandan youth:
Severe manhood pressures—and, as a result, the strong chance that many male
youth would never be recognized as men in society—emerged as the dominant
theme of the research in Rwanda. The threat of failed masculinity in rural areas is
having a kind of domino effect on Rwandan society, most particularly on female
youth and increasing numbers of rural youth who are migrating to cities,
especially Kigali. . . . Delayed adulthood for men means delayed adulthood for
women. Marriage and giving birth to children are prerequisites of socially
acceptable womanhood. (Sommers & Uvin, 2011, p. 3)

Failure to achieve adult social status is humiliating, creating emotional and
financial pressure on nonelite youth and leading to further isolation (Sommers,
2012). A crux of this challenge is the difficulty of finding work; 42 percent of
Rwandan youth are unemployed or underemployed (African Economic Outlook,
2012, p. 2). Considering this social and economic context, it is unsurprising that a
major theme to emerge from exploratory research on nonelite youths’ use of
technology was its relevance to finding and performing paid work.

Methods
The exploratory research study1 investigated how nonelite youth in Kigali used
and thought about ICTs such as mobile phones and computers. Eligibility for
participation required meeting the following inclusion criteria: 1) 18–35 years old;
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2) unmarried; 3) lacking an adult caregiver; 4) living, working, or going to school
in Kigali; and 5) at least occasionally using communication technology such as
computers and/or mobile phones. Potential participants were recruited through a
peer-counseling organization with ties to local youth. Participants selected the
methods in which they wanted to engage: participating solely in a semistructured
interview or (1) drawing a map of a recent day and noting when and where they
used ICTs, then participating in a subsequent interview and/or (2) creating a
drawing or collage to represent their experiences with ICTs, also followed by an
interview. Each participant who elected to create a collage was provided with a
packet of 120 images that had been compiled according to the following criteria:
(a) representing a broad range of subject matter to facilitate freedom of expression
(Soucy, 2012) and (b) representing subject matter likely to be recognizable and
relevant to participants. For example, building images were Kigali buildings and
money images were Rwandan francs. Prior to data collection, leaders of the peercounseling organization reviewed collage images to identify any that could be
distressing to vulnerable youth participants. Based on their review, four of the 120
images were removed from packets before they were provided to participants.
A gender-balanced group of twenty participants conveyed their ICT
experiences: two created maps; five created drawings; nine created collages; two
created maps and collages; and two participated solely in semistructured
interviews. Five participants spoke primarily English, and fifteen spoke
Kinyarwanda. The same interpreter, a native of Kigali, was present for data
collection with every participant, including English speakers. Interviews were
documented through digital audio recordings and typed notes. Onsite in Kigali,
interview notes were fleshed out in collaboration with the interpreter, who
informed early analysis by culturally contextualizing the data.
The interviews—including those that followed visual methods—addressed
the following topics: how participants perceived ICTs as beneficial or helpful,
how they perceived ICTs as harmful or problematic, the types of ICT devices that
participants used and why those devices, what participants used ICTs to do and
why those kinds of uses, and where participants used ICTs. The Findings section
presents a subset of what participants shared about these topics, focusing on the
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relevance of ICTs to seeking and performing paid work. Findings were identified
through iterative formal coding of interview notes and transcripts to identify
patterns of meaning. The first round of coding noted all direct and indirect
mention of work-relevant technology use, including use of words like “job” and
“work,” as well as descriptions of how participants earn money. During this first
round of coding, I created memos to note potential patterns and relationships
among these patterns. Themes emerged through iterative reviews of the memos
and data culled in the first round of coding. These themes included three relevant
types of experiences:
•

Conducting Work: How ICTs play a role in the various ways that youth
earn money.

•

Seeking Work: How youth use ICTs to find opportunities to earn
money.

•

Risking Harm: The types of harm that youth are at risk of experiencing
in their efforts to find and conduct paid work.

Findings
Work-relevant technology use was a prominent thread of data in this exploratory
study, with nineteen of the twenty participants identifying this usage as a part of
their day-to-day lives. Participants brought up work-relevant technology use when
discussing their most important use of technology, problems that technology
solves and causes, most frequent use of technology, and ways technology makes
people happy. For example, one participant used the image on page 167
(Figure 1) in her collage.
She explained its meaning saying, “This person is laughing, and sometimes
people call you and tell you something happy and you laugh.” Asked for an
example, she replied that it makes her happy if someone calls to say that they have
found her a short job.
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Figure 1

The most frequently described work-relevant activities involved using mobile
phones to call, text message, share photos, and enter appointments onto the
phone’s calendar. Several people explained that they prefer calling for workrelevant communication but will text when they lack the money to call. Computer
use was not ubiquitous, but several participants described typing documents such
as letters and reports and looking for images online (more detail in the
Conducting Work section). A few participants said that their use of ICTs was
solely focused on seeking or conducting work:
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Interviewer: What I think I hear you saying is that your phone’s only purpose
now is to get you a job.
Participant: Yes. It helps to get my everyday food, to get a job, to get money for
rent.

Conducting Work
Participants’ work varied widely: e.g., manual labor, sales, service, and office work.
Manual labor included ubuyede, carrying away construction rubble; washing
clothes; and bringing water. Even this type of work participants described as
involving ICTs:
We are living with women neighbors, and there are some women who have my
[cell phone] number, and they can call me and tell me that there is some job of
bringing water and they tell me to be quick and I take the jerry can and I go.

Several participants described mobile phones as useful for selling products, such as
fruit. One participant drew the image on page 169 (Figure 2) to represent her
day-to-day experience of technology. She explained that she used to sell fruits by
walking the streets carrying a basket on her head. But in Rwanda it is against the
law to sell things on the street, especially in Kigali, and she was frequently caught
and jailed by the national police:
They chase you and give you some trouble, and you can fall because you are a
woman, and they can take your things which you are selling.

So for the past year, she engaged in a new work practice: buying fruit in the
Nyabugogo market and using her cell phone to call clients and describe the fruit
she had available. Her previous work practice was good, she said, because it
allowed for a wider range of customers, but this way allows her to avoid arrest,
confiscation of her wares, and associated fees. Her expertise in navigating
constraints of the local context is reflected in this revised practice, which is
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Figure 2

contingent upon sufficient distribution of technology—i.e., enough of her
customers have mobile phones—and upon culturally accepted technology use—
i.e., the local appropriateness of calling previous customers to initiate a sale. This
practice serves as an example of what Kimball (2006), drawing from de Certeau,
called tactical technical communication. Specifically, this participant engages in de
Certeau’s tactic bric o lage to earn her living: an illicit, creative misuse of tools and
systems to achieve one’s own ends (as cited in Kimball, 2006, p. 72).
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Regarding the service industry, a few participants worked as freelance
designers, creating posters, signs, business cards, and other print materials for
local businesses. Participants described using their phones to discuss clients’ needs
and then using the Internet—specifically Google—to search for pictures to use in
the documents. At this point, practice varied. One participant described saving
images to a flash drive, showing them to the client who selected images, and then
going to a shop where people digitally modify images and describing the required
changes for her client, paying to have the documents printed in A4 or A3 format,
and delivering them to her client. Another participant performed desktop
publishing himself:
Interviewer: What are some ways you use a computer in your life?
Participant: I am a designer. [He pulls a banner out of the bag he brought to the
interview.] . . . First, you tell me what you want, what you sell in your shop. You
can call me, talk face to face, or can send [text] message. You give me the name
that you want to design. You give me what you want designed, and I go to
research in Google and I search the photo and insert in a flash [drive] and start to
access computer design, and I use Publisher, Photoshop, Illustrator.

This data suggests that the range of skills varies among freelance designers in
Kigali. Knowledge of local resources, such as print shops that digitally modify
images, can reduce the level of technological skill necessary to engage in
professional design practice in this context. The most important professional skills
for successful design work may not be expertise with design software but rather
the ability to understand client needs and to apply locally available resources to
ensure that documents meet those needs. Thus, what it means to work as a
designer is a fluid concept influenced by local context and culture.
Participants who performed office work described using mobile phones to
clarify instructions, to receive new tasks, and to inquire whether they should bring
anything on the way to the office. Regarding computer use, participants typed
reports and budgets, often using flash drives to move and share files:
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You can share files with a flash and move data easily from computer to computer.
You want to use a document that is in another computer, and instead of typing it
fresh, you can save it on a flash drive, put it in your other computer and make
modification without having to type it all over again. Instead of using email for
sharing document, you can use flash. Sometimes you don’t have Internet access,
but flash is sharing directly without retyping.

Again, the importance of locally informed technological expertise is apparent.
Circumventing the constraints of fluctuating Internet access, participants followed
local norms by carrying flash drives to permit the sharing of files.
None of the participants said that they worked full time for a formal
organization. Participants worked for themselves (e.g., as fruit sellers or freelance
designers) or on an as-needed or seasonal basis (e.g., for local shops, neighbors, or
construction gigs). Even office employment was almost exclusively short-time
work, such as being hired to type some reports for a local judge, with the sole
exception being a participant who worked as a full-time, unpaid volunteer for a
local community organization.

Seeking Work
Considering the prominence of short-term and freelance work, it makes sense
that the second theme of work-relevant technology use involved seeking paid
work. Mobile phones in particular were important, even necessary, for finding
work: One participant expressed reluctance to use mobile phones but said,
“. . . how can I get a job without using cell phone?” and another participant
explained, “It [her mobile phone] helps me because if I don’t have a mobile phone
then I can’t get ikiraka [a temporary job].” Another participant said that his only
access to ICTs at present was the simple cell phone that someone had loaned him
so that he could be available for calls about possible jobs, implying that he would
otherwise be unable to find work. This perspective of mobile phones reflects an
understanding of the local context, in which work is scarce, unemployed youth are
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numerous, and the ability to earn money is often contingent upon being
immediately accessible.
Youth used several types of phone features to pursue possible jobs: calling
and texting to request information about possible opportunities, as well as
listening to local news on their phones’ radio feature for announcements regarding
job openings. Again, this usage reflects important knowledge of the local context,
in which radios are a common feature of even inexpensive mobile phones, job
openings are announced on the news, and sending a job inquiry by text message is
acceptable practice. Computer use also occasionally figured into participants’ jobseeking strategies, for example, with one participant explaining that she had used
a computer at an Internet café or borrowed from a friend to type her CV and
application letters. A potential employer followed up to invite her to an interview,
calling her mobile number, which was listed on her CV. Another participant
explained that he used computers very briefly because of the cost of Internet cafés
and the reluctance of friends to share computers for longer than a few minutes.
When asked what he would do if he could use a computer as long as he liked, he
replied:
Participant: The first thing I would do, because I am jobless and want to finish
my studies, is I would look for a job.
Interviewer: How? Where would you look?
Participant: You can find on those websites informing people about jobs. There is
a form which indicates the name of the company and a salary, and you can fill out
concerning your knowledge, your domain. You can find out that the head
company, its location is far away and you don’t have a ticket [i.e., you cannot
afford transportation], so you don’t fill out the form and you leave the job
opportunity.

Participants sometimes identified work opportunities they could refer to other
youth. For example, one young man learned of an opening at a bar but would not
accept the position due to, he implied, religious beliefs, so he referred a former
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classmate. Another participant had trained as an electrician, which is work that
requires more than one person, so when he finds a short-term job, he can recruit
two or three friends. He used his mobile phone not only to learn of work
opportunities and to contact additional people to hire but also to pay them using
mobile banking. He explained that rather than having to physically visit each
person’s home in the evening to give them a cash payment, he could use mobile
banking to receive and distribute the payment himself, or the person who hired
him could pay each person directly using mobile money.
Even more than official channels of information such as radio news
announcements, youth identified their social networks—neighbors, former school
friends, friends from church, people with whom they had worked on previous
short-term jobs—as vital to finding paid work:
The way we use [ICTs] in our everyday life, I cannot find work many times. I
can find credit to put in my phone and can call someone to ask if they have some
job for me, and they can tell me if there is or not, and if there is no job, I can
think of another person who may have a job for me. That is the way I use a
phone.

For participants, who lacked adult caregivers, these unofficial channels of
information served as tactics—literally used “to survive” (Kimball, 2006, p. 71).
Personal connections and referrals are vital resources for finding and securing
work in Rwandan contexts: for example, one participant with a lower level of
education characterized her disadvantage not in terms of limited skills but in
terms of limited social networks. The types of information that participants
sought from their social contacts included deadlines for submitting a CV, the
going pay rates for certain types of work such as construction, how to get to a
location with potential work opportunities, and the availability of formerly open
positions. Thus, youth described spending much of their energy each day seeking
short-term work, sharing their mobile number widely:
According to the washing of clothes, there are some times I will go with other
women looking for a job. We will all stand at the gates and ask passersby if they

173

have a short job for us [like washing clothes or getting water]. . . . When we are
going to ask for the job of washing clothes, they ask for your number and after I
give it to them, if they find that the clothes I washed before were very clean, they
can call me again.
You can find me working some construction jobs, and you give me your number.
You could call me to offer such kind of work. Even when you find a job [an
opportunity for work elsewhere], you can call me, and I will come and you tell me
where the place is with the job and I will go there, using communication through
mobile phone.

This strategy of sharing one’s number not only with friends and acquaintances but
also with any former or potential employer not only maximized youths’
opportunities to learn of work but also their vulnerability to threats and
disappointments.

Risking Harm
The third theme involved harm that youth risked in their efforts to find paid
work. These involved emotional threats, such as discouragement and despair, as
well as physical threats, such as theft and assault. Previous research has described
nonelite Rwandan youths’ strategies for protecting their own mental and
emotional wellbeing, for example accepting one’s fate rather than hoping for what
seems impossible (Sommers & Uvin, 2011, pp. 5-6) and being intentional and
strategic about their use of ICTs (Walton, Zraly, & Mugengana, 2015). In
keeping with that previous research, these findings suggest that, when possible,
youth used ICTs to protect themselves from despair and other negative emotions
associated with repeatedly unsuccessful employment pursuits:
There are some places where I look for a job, and they ask for my number. . . .
They tell me to come back and come back, and it makes me feel bad. So I call
[instead of visiting in person]. Sometimes if you’re in person they ask for money.
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In other words, the disappointment is less sharp and the risk of being asked for
money is less likely when following up on potential work by phone rather than
traveling to the location in person—and thus spending more money on
transportation versus mobile phone minutes. However, sometimes disappointments and challenges were unavoidable in the relentless pursuit of short-term
work. For example, one participant described being invited to call potential
employers in a week but missing the opportunities because he lacked funds to buy
cell minutes or found that his phone lacked a battery and he could not charge it.
Other participants described the frustration of being lied to when a position had
already been filled:
Another way I use a mobile phone, which has a bad consequence, [is] when I call
someone to find for me a job, and people lie to me and say that they will call me.
Maybe he gave the job to another person but he tells you that he is still searching
for a person [to hire]. The person gave the job to another person and doesn’t
want to tell you. Every time you call, they say they will call you.

Being lied to through technology-mediated communication—most commonly
calling and texting—was a frequently mentioned example of youths’ negative
experiences with technology. Participants explained that people who owe you
money—presumably for short-term work, given the conversational context—
could say that they are out of the country or otherwise too far away to meet even if
they are in town. Several participants said that it is harder to tell when someone is
lying when the person is just a voice on the phone or a brief text message. This
difficulty in gauging intentions can have dire consequences for vulnerable youth
who are desperate to secure employment:
There are thieves who can call and tell you that he will give you a job, but he will
rob you of your phone when you show up, maybe kill you, you don’t know.
People may call with a plan to rendezvous and after when you meet, do
something bad to you. You didn’t know he would do something bad to you
because he used a phone and promised something good.
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Participant: Using a phone can cause bad things. [For example] on the phone, I
can have a phone like if I am a teenager and someone can call you and ask you to
meet some place and lie to you on the phone. Or you can call someone who owes
you a debt and they can lie on the phone.
Interviewer: What is bad about this?
Participant: It can be a person because you are a teenager who calls and tells you
he will give you some money, a job, but there are some people who want to rape
small girls or rob them.
Interviewer: Has this happened to someone you know?
Participant: Many. [Participant looks down; eyes are red.]

A locally informed understanding of work-relevant technology use would be
incomplete without the consideration of harm that youth risk in their efforts to
secure paid work. Ironically, this threat—theft and physical attack by people using
mobile phones to make disingenuous offers of employment—is amplified by
youths’ expertise in locally appropriate technology use: widely sharing their mobile
number to expand their social networks and therefore increase the likelihood of
finding and securing paid work.

Implications for TPC
In showcasing nonelite Rwandan youths’ work-relevant technology use, this
article offers some important takeaways for technical and professional
communication (TPC) teachers who are introducing the next generation of
practitioners to the field and for TPC scholars who conduct research in Global
South contexts. As teachers, it is our responsibility to facilitate students in
developing a critical view that allows them to see past the “tyranny of the ‘real’”
(Herndl, 1993, p. 350): to look beyond instrumental concerns of efficiently
conforming to industry cultures and conventions (Scott, 2004) to understand
cultural consequences of the dominant perspective and the experiences and
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expertise that perspective may exclude (Haas, 2012). One way that we can support
students in developing these critical views is to expose them to more diverse
pictures of what it looks like to engage in professional communication. As
scholars, we have a responsibility to design research that opens spaces for the
values, knowledge, and experiences of participants to emerge and to garner the
respect those values, knowledge, and experiences deserve (Agboka, 2013; Dura et
al., 2013)—a responsibility that I would argue is especially important when
working in Global South contexts. Indeed, if we do not respect the expertise and
experience of local stakeholders as equally legitimate as that of researchers, we are
implicated in “colonial exploitation and objectification of users in cultural sites,
especially those in disempowered, unenfranchised cultural sites” (Agboka, 2013b,
p. 31). Applicable to both of these goals—1) exposing students to broader notions
of professional communication and 2) designing research that intentionally seeks
out overlooked, underrepresented expertise—is the practice of identifying and
reconsidering assumptions that are based on an oppressively narrow view of the
field.
For example, TPC students and scholars may assume that technologymediated communication plays a negligible role—if any—in certain types of
occupations, such as manual labor or unregulated person-to-person sales. I would
suggest that this assumption is rooted in outdated, elite notions of
professionalism, which Petersen (2014) pointed out are changing and need to
change because these notions exclude the experiences of marginalized groups. The
findings of this exploratory study show many pictures of technology-mediated
communication that is vital to the procuring and the performing of work outside
of formalized organizations in occupations that do not fit traditional definitions of
“professional,” e.g., when neighbors use a mobile phone to hire a young woman to
grab her jerry can and bring water, when a young man calls former classmates to
ask about the going rate for construction labor to inform his negotiations, or when
a fruit seller calls former customers to describe her current wares.
A similar assumption directly opposed by these findings is that ICTs are
luxuries irrelevant to the lives of nonelite populations in the Global South. This
research counters such assumptions by illustrating the importance of kairos in
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obtaining short-term work in Kigali and the affordances of ICTs for seeking
those kairotic moments. With the rhetorical question, “How can I get a job
without cell phone?” one participant makes clear not just the relevance but the
nec essity of ICTs. Paid work is scarce, and willing laborers are numerous. Cell
phones are important professional communication tools that enable youth to
constantly seek for kairotic moments, for times when employers are hiring for
short-term work.
Also called into question by the findings of this workplace study are
narrowly informed views of appropriate technology use. What it means to be
technologically literate and to use technology appropriately varies according to
many factors, including the cultures and communities in which that technology
usage occurs (Haas, 2012, p. 304; Walton, Putnam, Johnson, & Kolko, 2009). It
is vital that technical communicators seek out examples “that reflect a larger
history of technological design and use by people of color and that in turn rupture
widely held theoretical and political assumptions and racial stereotypes about
technological expertise” (Haas, 2012, p. 288). The findings reported here are rich
with examples useful for interrogating appropriate use of technology for workplace
contexts: Should a prospective applicant text a company to ask if the position is
still open? Is it acceptable to call past customers to describe your current wares?
And what is a cell phone for: Listening to the radio for job openings? Receiving
payment for the day’s work? In some contexts, communities, and cultures, yes.
And yet it would be dangerously simplistic to assume that communication
technology is purely beneficial for those who are seeking and conducting work in
highly competitive and highly networked environments, such as that of the Kigali
youth in this study. Ding’s (2009) caution against simplistic binaries rings true in
this context: “Rather than relying on the binary of ‘should’ or ‘should not,’ we can
benefit from a thorough exploration of the costs, dangers, and implications of
available options before making well-informed and carefully deliberated decisions”
(p. 344). Just as it would be irresponsible for technical communicators to take a
simplistically universal stance regarding opposing institutional dictates—which
was Ding’s point in the above quote—it would be irresponsible to advocate a
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simplistic position regarding whether and how to use technology-mediated
communication in work contexts of the Global South.
These findings show that communication technologies can offer vital
benefits for nonelite youths’ work practices, such as avoiding arrests, fees, and the
confiscation of wares for street vendors. But for those same vendors, replacing
traditional approaches with technology-mediated approaches has drawbacks: e.g.,
constraining the pool of possible customers. A higher-stakes example of the risks
and rewards of technology-mediated communication relates to the widespread
networking practices in which participants engaged: Possible rewards include a
much larger network of potential employers and a quicker, cheaper way of
connecting with them; possible risks include becoming vulnerable to theft and
physical attack by those making deceitful employment offers. Participants are
aware of these realities; they weigh these risks and rewards as they navigate their
day-to-day work environments and use technology-mediated communication to
find and conduct work. TPC students and scholars need to be careful not to make
assumptions that narrowly constrain their view of the field in ways that exclude
the experiences and expertise of marginalized populations.

Conclusions
This exploratory study illustrates that many nonelite youth are using ICTs in
efforts to pursue their own priorities and that ICTs play vital roles in both finding
and conducting work of various types, from sales to manual labor. Youths’ efforts
to pursue paid work often serve as examples of tactical technical communication
(Kimball, 2006) which make apparent the mutually influential relationship
between technology and culture (Haas, 2012). In becoming attuned to the
technological expertise of nonelite Rwandan youth, we see, for example, that
being able to access and use design software is relevant but not required to become
a professional designer, that narrowing one’s customer base may be worth the
trade off in avoiding potential arrests, that manual labor may require access to a
mobile phone, and that engaging in culturally appropriate job-seeking strategies
can put one at risk of physical harm.
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In light of these examples, the inadequacy of our current body of
workplace studies, a body focused on formalized organizations in the Global
North, becomes clear. This focus—this exc lusio n—is a social justice issue: it is a
manifestation of unearned preferred status (privilege) that excludes the expertise
and experiences of oppressed people. Thus, one goal of sharing these findings is a
social justice goal: to make space in our field’s body of workplace studies for a
more diverse range of meanings, experience, and expertise. Often the expertise of
oppressed people is overlooked because it is tactical, not strategic. It operates
alongside, beneath, and even against strategic—i.e., sanctioned, official,
institutional—expertise (Kimball, 2006), and these are the histories and stories
that go untold (Haas, 2012). Rather than ignoring these work-relevant tactics and
experiences—and thus, being implicated in cultural imperialism—we “need to
broaden our field of view to account for technical communication as a practice
extending beyond and between organizations” (Kimball, 2006, p. 69). We need
more workplace studies in geographic regions largely ignored by our field and
focused on people whose livelihoods involve work practice outside, between, and
beyond formalized organizations. Looking beyond Western formalized
organizations can inform a more nuanced understanding of not only what our
field encompasses—but also why it matters. ■

Notes
1

See Walton, Price, & Zraly, 2013 for more information about the process of
gaining research approval from the in-country review board and Walton, Zraly, &
Mugengana, 2015 for more information about engaging in the community-based
research methods.
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