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The Trump Administration has the intent to include a citizenship question on the 2020 Census. 

Supporters of including this question claim this will provide a more accurate report of the 

composition of the United States. Those who are opposed to it fear this information will be used 

against undocumented immigrants in deportation efforts. Undocumented immigrants are in a 

vulnerable position where their disclosure of information can lead to their removal from the 

United States. This data is both valuable and vulnerable; it can be used to empower and oppress. 

For the Trump administration, to propose such an invasive question without first establishing a 

positive rapport with undocumented immigrants this manner of interrogation is tactless and 

insensitive. It begs for dishonesty (Thomson-DeVeaux). 

Citizenship is not the only question that has become of importance in United States 

society. Sexuality, race, ethnicity, disability status, have become of importance. This information 

has not been valued much historically resulting in inaccuracy of and overall absence of data from 

records. Researchers have taken an interest in understanding and collecting data on increasingly 

important marginalized populations, but these populations may be reluctant to share information 

because of their past and current oppression (Data and Marginalized Populations | OHSU). 

Issues in this scenario may come from the distrust between the researcher and the subject, the 



Murray 2 

 

protection of the information once is it obtained, the implications for the collected information, 

and the ambiguous incentive for the subject to reveal their information to another entity.  

Issues as such have always been present in any research on marginalized populations, and 

the intertwining of technology can exacerbate the effects of these issues. Electronic data 

attainment can both facilitate mass data attainment and speed up decision efficiency, but at 

increased risk of reinforcing false notions of the reality via artificial intelligence and biased 

algorithms. Predictive policing lead to the hyper-surveillance of low-income communities of 

color. Facial recognition has falsely labeled gender non-conforming individuals.  Algorithms 

have sentenced people to prison based on biased code and data. Research questions were 

previously answered without the aid of technology, but it not an essential component to a person 

in modern society and become a primary tool in obtaining information. 

Research Question 

What should a researcher be aware of when approaching the collection of data on 

marginalized/vulnerable populations via modern technology and how should they be addressed? 

Case 

 Located in one of the fastest growing cities in 

the United States, the Urban Future Lab, a 

think tank in San Antonio, is grappling with the 

issue of obtaining vulnerable data from the city’s Southside, a marginalized low-income 

community of color via a mobile application to empower the community and also to formally 

document the community’s value as a defense in the face of onset gentrification in the area. 

(“Urban Future Lab -”) 
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While the city is the seventh largest in the United States and has an estimated population increase 

of 1.4 million in the next 25 years, it is 

struggling with issues of inequality, social 

and economic mobility, and income 

segregation. As most San Antonio’s new 

developments are facing north, the Southside 

has continually been neglected of municipal 

investment. 

The Southside home to the system of missions, including the Alamo, built by the Spanish 

to serve as the place of evangelization of New Spain. In 2016, the mission system was designated 

as a World Heritage Site channeling millions of dollars into this area for renovations. For the 

first time, the Southside was gaining the attention of local government as a place of investment. 

The community welcomes redevelopment and beautification, but not at the cost of removing 

what the city would see as less desirable people and businesses that were there initially.  

        

 

(America’s Fastest-Growing Cities: San Antonio, Phoenix Lead 

Population Growth | Building Design + Construction) 

 

(“Texas Mission Guide”) (The Alamo Is Forgettable. A Controversial New Plan Could 

Change That. - HoustonChronicle.Com) 
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If the community can prove their worth to the city there are less chances that the community will 

be devalued and overwritten. 

Upon researching the area, very little data on the assets, economy, and social networks of 

the Southside existed, thus limiting how to go about empowering them. This inspired an 

investigation of methods to collect data directly from the affected communities, with the goal of 

providing this data to the communities first so they can be informed in dialogues about their 

future and become active participants in developing community-driven strategies for economic 

revitalization and development. As a result, the Urban Future Lab developed the concept for an 

app that is aimed to identify, showcase, and activate the assets on the Southside. 

Summarized, the mobile application allows community members on the Southside to 

identify community assets (shops, parks, family restaurants, etc.), sell/purchase items and/or 

services from each other, and express thoughts and emotions. These assets, interactions, and 

thoughts are voted up, down, or skipped by community members privately. When the data is 

aggregated, the most popular assets and thoughts surface as an indicator of collective sentiment, 

collective commerce, and collective asset identification. This serves as a community reflection 

and an objective report to the municipal government about the economic and cultural value of 

the Southside community. 

Argument 

Using San Antonio’s, Urban Future Lab’s app concept as a reference on how to collect data via 

technology from marginalized populations: there are two layers of distortion that a researcher 

should be aware of when collecting data: human distortion and computer distortion.  
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The human distortion happens when a researcher fails to understand the subject they are 

investigating and when they misinterpret what they have collected. They have a false notion 

about the perceived user and data implications. To reduce the human distortion, researchers must 

have a balanced relationship between consulting collected data and the community when 

developing research methods and questions.  

The second distortion occurs when the data obtainment mechanisms and findings are 

proliferated under the guise of an unquestioned algorithm To reduce the computer distortion, 

researchers must understand that replicated methods for data attainment do not work equally in 

different communities and that their algorithm needs to constantly be in checks and balances 

with the researched community. 

1st Distortion: The Human 

The human researcher is the first layer of distortion because, the human is the first to impose 

their perspective on the subject. A human can decide who or what is going to be researched, how 

it is going to be researched and how it is going to be interpreted. These choices restrict the frame 

of a study possibly including information that is not necessary or leaving out information that is 

necessary. 

Often, there is data that is left out and the ability to identify how to include those 

individuals is primary. In Sally Wyatt’s piece about the construction of “users and no-users” a 

key idea is the parsing of non-users into categories: resisters - who resist technology because 

they do not want to engage with it, rejecters who have stopped using technology voluntarily, the 

excluded- people who have never used a technology because they cannot get access for a variety 

of reasons; and lastly the expelled - they have stopped using technology involuntarily (Wyatt 
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76). This framework can be applied to understand how to properly collect data from the 

Southside in a comprehensive and accessible manner. 

The Urban Future Lab had to think about how to collect this information knowing that it 

was not being collected through traditional methods. Undocumented immigrants cannot apply for 

an identification card and have difficult applying for a bank account. Some people may be 

homeless and thus do no have a permanent address. Traditional data collection methods like the 

census, city collected data and possibly social media do not provide a complete picture of 

community’s economic situation and assets in a detailed nor dynamic way. Creativity and 

community insight were needed to develop data collection method that would be accessible for 

non-users to use.  Because there are barriers to formal systems of society, many marginalized 

people find a way to navigate life beyond the system and technology can help capture that 

reality. 

The Southside does not always follow the laws for business ownership. 

On the Southside, there are several small businesses that may have not yet been registered with 

city and thus do not exist according to law. These people do not operate within the formality of 

business for reasons that span from not wanting to pay taxes, avoiding the cost of obtaining a 

food license, to being undocumented. These people choose to be what Wyatt calls “resisters”. 

These small businesses still play a role in the economy despite their informality and have an 

impact on the Southside, but there is no formal documentation. With the app, community 

members can identify a business and post in the app where it can be recognized as an asset 

although it has not been formally recognized at the municipal level. This data although it is 

vulnerable, and could be incriminating, it provides a more comprehensive picture of the 
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community. This community-driven business identification not only showcases the community 

for others, but also showcases the community to itself. 

                   

The Southside is a cash economy. 

The Southside of San Antonio thrives on the cash economy. It removes the intermediary from 

any transaction keeping it private and making it final as soon as it occurs. This alleviates the 

pressure for undocumented immigrants, “the excluded” as Wyatt would call them, who may have 

difficulty opening a bank account without a social security number. The tracking of money 

transactions on the Southside is completely physical requiring no technology. In the app, a way 

to identify when a transaction has occurred is when a user posts something for sale and the two 

users agree to meet up. The app will assume an exchange of money occurred between the two 

parties and ask for confirmation from the users. This is a method of recording transactions that 

would otherwise be untraceable electronically. 

These interventions would have not been possible if it were not for the understanding that 

there were holes in the initial data collected by traditional methods and the insight to develop 

new data collection methods for those who were missed. With many marginalized/vulnerable 

Photos taken by Isaiah Murray, Summer 2018 
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communities this is necessary, because of the oppression they receive by society may push them 

to function beyond what is recorded by society. 

2nd Distortion: The Computer 

When a researcher claims something, and it is presented it is often unquestioned because it is 

under the guise of its formality. The same applies for when a thought process is codified and 

replicated on a mass scale. Without checking the algorithm, these findings can lead to 

perpetuating the same false notions about a community or even a new one, distorting their 

recorded history. Like Ziewitz states in his article, “There also is a striking similarity between 

algorithms and the language of politics, which tends to privilege the figure of the lone decision 

maker at the expense of more complex realities”(Ziewitz). These algorithms are simplified 

versions of reality that operate in a binary if not a then b and does not account for anything in 

between. Someone who has insight to the function of a community can develop a more complete 

algorithm, especially if that person opens their code to community input. In the case that the 

algorithm does collect and interpret the data correctly, there is still a need for the data to be 

reviewed by the community itself. It serves as a checks and balances between the researcher, the 

algorithm, and the community. 

Considering the notion of invisible work that is presented by Susan Leigh Star and 

Anselm Strauss, the checks and balances system can verify that what is being recorded is in fact 

what should be recorded. Work is made invisible by either factor of a combination of the two: 1.) 

the creation of a non-person 2.) disembedding of background work 3.) a combination of 1 and 2 

(Star and Strauss 15). Depending on the perspective of the researcher, and algorithm can be 
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ignorant to the changing nature of a community and fail to record the invisible work that is going 

on in a community.  

Work is context dependent and perspective dependent. For example, in a restaurant the 

only apparent work to a customer is the chef and the waiter/waitress, but there a team of people 

that work to make the customer’s experience. A manager of a restaurant has a broader 

perspective for what works is being done and thus his perspective should be the one that is 

considered for an algorithm since it is an all entailing perspective.  

The invisible work of the Southside becomes visible with the right perspective. 

For many people on the Southside their status as being undocumented or being under the legal 

working age can lead to their work being ignored by the algorithm. To prevent this, the app will 

allow users to advertise their skills and be hired for jobs. This advertisement and mode of 

employment will empower the community and collect data that can provide a more complete 

picture of the community. This allowance permits the community to be the perspective holder, 

where they can decide what is work and what is not. Formal employment is only one way to 

capture the work that is done in a community the other way is to ask the community directly. The 

evolving nature of a community can be reflected in the data that would inform an algorithm 

opposed to relying on the stagnant nature of an algorithm and imposing it on a community.  



Murray 10 

 

    

The lack of data from marginalized communities hinder the ability for them to advocate 

on their own behalf when confronted with questions of existence and value. Big corporations and 

developments have finance to demonstrate their impact on their surroundings because there are 

structures that allow for the information to be recorded. When dealing with marginal and 

vulnerable communities there needs to be data collection mechanisms that are tailored to record 

community activity that brings value to the community. Researchers for disadvantaged marginal 

groups need to approach the topics with an asset mentality and utilize technology to capture the 

informal activity while being aware of their human distortion and computer distortion. 

Note: I worked for the Urban Future Lab and developed a large extent of this mobile 

application. This essay allowed me to reflect on my conceptual design for the app with the 

themes and ideas presented in this class.(“2018 Urban Future Lab Summer Intern Spotlights”). 

                

Photos taken by Isaiah Murray, Summer 2018 
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Quintana and Mission San Jose Hybrid Civic Engagement 

Pilot Project 
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