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Summary of Key findings

In 2019, the University of Michigan received a Network Challenge grant from New
America through their Public Interest Technology – University Network (PIT-UN). The Network
is a partnership that fosters collaboration among universities and colleges committed to building
the nascent field of public interest technology and growing a new generation of civic-minded
technologists.

Overall, the salient findings include the following:

1. Data that is representative of the population of BIPOC PIT entrepreneurs in our study are
limited. This is due in part to how the secondary dataset used in our study was collected.

2. Current funding structures are not serving BIPOC tech social entrepreneurs well.
Participants expressed significant difficulties in navigating funding structures and gaining
access to capital

3. BIPOC PIT entrepreneurs face challenges finding supportive and values-aligned
ecosystems to recruit talent, raise funding, develop research, and experiment with social
innovations and these challenges are particularly onerous for BIPOC female PIT
entrepreneurs.

4. The lived experiences of PIT entrepreneurs bring a vital lens to the field when trying to
make a positive impact in their communities – an acknowledgement of the importance of
diversity, equity and inclusion in the field of PIT.

5. University collaboration with PIT entrepreneurs generated positive results for students
and PIT entrepreneurs alike.

Background and Problem Definition

Our study utilized a mixed-methods approach to analyze the landscape of PIT entrepreneurs in
the United States with the objective of:

1. Gaining a better understanding of the socio-demographic landscape of PIT entrepreneurs
in the United States.

2. Identifying and documenting the career paths of BIPOC (Black, Indigenous and Persons
of Color) PIT entrepreneurs and developing an understanding of the constraints they face.

3. Developing and implementing an effective experiential learning course that provides an
understanding of PIT and career pathway into the field.

The initial problem that we wanted to address was the lack of diversity within the field of Public
Interest Technology. In looking at the intersection of technology and policy, both fields fall short
of representing the U.S. population.1 These issues can be attributed to a lack of early pipelines

1 Burns, Crosby, Barton, Kimberly, and Sophia Kerby. 2012. The state of diversity in today’s workforce as our nation
becomes more diverse so too does our workforce. Center for American Progress;
https://www.eeoc.gov/special-report/diversity-high-tech
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into the field as well as the persistent racism, sexism, classism, ableism, and other forms of
exclusionary practices that are prevalent, particularly within the tech industry.2

We leveraged the project team’s experiences in social innovation and entrepreneurship to lead
recruitment of PIT entrepreneurs, design of workshops, and the management of reports. We also
partnered with the Ford School’s Public Policy and International Affairs (PPIA) Junior
SummerInstitute (JSI), by providing a session on July 24th, 2020 introducing underrepresented,
undergraduate students to Public Interest Technology.

Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (DEI) are key values and the primary motivation for this project.
We are committed to broadening the participation and capacity of populations that have
historically been excluded from and underrepresented in public policy making and STEM fields.
It is crucial to seek the input of social entrepreneurs of color in designing interventions that seek
to rectify the uneven playing field that presently exists. The long-term motivation for the
proposed project is to shape the nascent PIT field into a more diverse, inclusive and equitable
one.

Approach
We proposed a top down and a bottom up approach to achieve our aim of identifying the

PIT career paths and constraints faced by persons of color. The intended top down method was to
generate descriptive statistics of the size and distribution of the current PIT workforce. Based on
the research literature on volunteering and pro-bono professional services3, we hypothesized that
persons of color have a lower participation rate in PIT careers. In order to test this hypothesis, we
focused on assessing the impact of socio-demographic factors on pursuing a PIT career. We
leveraged micro-data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics and US Census. The proposed analysis
considered both the current supply and demand for PIT jobs. In addition to analyzing publicly
available microdata, using existing databases of social entrepreneurs and employing a snowball
sampling to arrive at a representative sample, we surveyed social entrepreneurs of color to
identify the factors that are most impactful in 1) self-selecting into social entrepreneurship and 2)
constraining or accelerating their growth. We also used these surveys to explore localized
differences observed across regions, states or metropolitan statistical areas (MSA).

Our bottom up approach includes three facilitated workshops for a small number of PIT
entrepreneurs of color. The premise behind this is that selected PIT entrepreneurs of color would
learn from UM’s students and faculty and from each other during a series of three distinct
workshops based on topical areas (e.g., health care, transportation, food access etc.) Our team
identified the PIT entrepreneurs by leveraging its existing database and network of contacts that
they have developed over the years through community engagement efforts. The objectives of
the workshops were to 1) identify and document the career paths of the PIT entrepreneurs of
color, and develop an understanding of the constraints they face, 2) strengthen the social capital
for all participants through meaningful collaboration and working relationships and 3) proffer
solutions or programmatic interventions to the identified constraints from the top-down data

3
https://www.bls.gov/news release/volun.nr0 htm

2 https://morethancode.cc/T4SJ_fullreport_082018_AY_web.pdf
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Data Limitations in both Public Interest Technology and Tech Social
Entrepreneurship

As we progressed through our research, we came to realize the paucity of data across the
sectors that we were interested in understanding -- PIT and tech social entrepreneurship. As
noted in our key findings, there is a lack of demographic data in both fields. Not having data
made it challenging to conduct a study that accurately measures the supply and demand side of
PIT entrepreneurs. To overcome this challenge, we used the available data, knowing that
limitations to our analysis existed. We were able to utilize the U.S. Census data, but instead of
being able to focus solely on "social entrepreneurship" we had to broaden our analysis to "tech
entrepreneurs" in the US.

Covid-19 Pandemic and the Disproportionate Impact on BIPOC
Students and Entrepreneurs

The largest unexpected challenge that we faced was the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic.
The pandemic started in the middle of our experiential learning course and had an impact on
student and entrepreneur participation. As the campus closed, our course transitioned to a remote
setting. In addition, the pandemic did have an impact on the recruitment of tech social
entrepreneurs participating in our qualitative interviews, as they were also navigating
unpresented times. We tried to overcome these unexpected challenges by being as flexible as
possible. We allowed our students to make-up classes and attempted to streamline
communication to the participants of our course.

Given the demographics of our tech social entrepreneur, expected challenges connected
to DEI were illuminated. While we do not have a comparison group of their white counterparts,
it was apparent that the resources of BIPOC PIT entrepreneurs have, including, time to
participate in interviews and time to participate in all of the experiential learning events, existed.
This is also supported by our findings from our research, in which higher standards exist for
these individuals and they are often spread thin.

From the inception of this program, our team was intentional in providing compensation
for their participation in our experiential course (a $2,000 stipend) and incentives for their
participation in our interview ($25), resource barriers still existed. Given the pandemic, we were
responsive to their needs and moved up the payment schedule to alleviate any sudden financial
challenges experienced. In addition to the PIT entrepreneurs, the majority of our students
represented BIPOC communities. The disproportionate impact of Covid on communities of color
was seen in our class, in which a few students were navigating the impacts of covid on their
families. The close proximity to impacted communities during Covid further demonstrates how
proximate BIPOC students and practitioners have historically been to systemic racism and
inequities. This highlights their unique problem-solving lens developed by building resilience
overcoming these impacts.
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Lessons Learned
1. An entrepreneurial attitude might benefit PIT-UN members seeking to expand the

boundaries of the field. Given the nascent nature of public interest technology, a good
bit of trailblazing might be necessary to specialize on specific career pathways.

2. Express tacit knowledge and test assumptions. Public interest technology benefits
from diversity of thought and we believed that exploring the social impact of
practitioners who utilize principles of entrepreneurship was worthwhile. However, these
beliefs must be made explicit in order to develop knowledge with a broader set of PIT
practitioners within the field. Our project grappled with questions like are CSR
professionals who work at large tech companies considered practitioners in the field of
public interest technology even when these companies are capable of doing bad things
with technology? How do we treat social enterprises that seek public impact and profit
through the application of technology?

5 UM guidance notes that for each 1-credit unit, students should expect 3-hours of outside of class work.
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3. To truly address DEI, one needs to be responsive to the specific needs of various
populations. While the Black Lives Matter protests throughout the country have forced a
reckoning with profound racial injustices and institutions have started to look at its track
record on race in a new light, system change is not expected to happen instantly. When
implementing projects, especially those aimed at empowering marginalized communities,
the projects’ personnel need to be intentional in designing and executing them in a way
that is responsive to the needs of the intended audience. It is also important to
continuously evaluate the needs of the individuals you are working with, as they are
likely to change.

4. Flexibility and adaptability are key to building an experiential learning course.
While it is important to do as much pre-planning as possible, it is also vital to expect
things not to go as planned. Outlining a strong foundational plan with room for cushion
and changes, allows the program to easily update or adapt to the unexpected changes.

Our project could have potentially been more impactful if we were able to recruit more
students. Our project focused on recruiting both Ford and School of Information (SI) students,
allowing for a lively discussion and learning of the intersections of policy and technology.
Moving forward with our work, we will aim to strengthen this relationship.

Possibilities to Replicate

The aforementioned informed the focus of our second year research efforts - the design
and implementation of a PIT-Knowledge Network (PIT-KN). The PIT-UN can support
opportunities to replicate our project’s success by supporting the build, scale, and
implementation of the PIT-KN. PIT-KN makes it easier to build and implement effective
experiential learning courses and share lessons learned from member institutions. The aim of the
PIT-KN is to continue in the spirit of knowledge sharing by introducing new tools to connect,
collaborate, and create knowledge with other individuals and groups within the PIT ecosystem.
The PIT-KN will welcome and provide underrepresented practitioners with resources to
contribute their tacit and explicit knowledge..Our approach is to develop a system that will help
elevate the localized, subjective, and lived experiences of these practitioners. By doing so we
expect to have robust contextual information and a shared understanding of how marginalized
communities experience technology, how technology often accelerates inequities (often
unintentionally) when layered on top of systemic racism, and what the field can do to build a
more diverse, equitable, and inclusive experience for all practitioners at scale. The PIT-KN will
feature blogs, white papers, reports as well as story-centric mediums such as speculative fiction,
art, and essays. The PIT-KN will look to incorporate learning from a wide range of submissions
and will encourage diverse practitioners and students to “bring their wares” to be highlighted and
build the foundation for further community exploration and knowledge transfer. The PIT-KN
efforts represent an opportunity to scale DEI values using technology. For this reason, the team
has engaged in a co-design process that centers segments of BIPOC practitioners in the field to
help better mitigate implicit biases, establish comprehensive problem definitions, and implement
a tech-based solution that benefits all communities.
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General Information

The Program Manager, Jessica Taketa, can be contacted at jestaket@umich.edu for any further
information on the project. Our year one report was recently released, on Tuesday, June 29, 2021.
The team is currently working on their year two efforts, building of the PIT-KN.

Annexes & Publications

Attachments:

I. White Paper “Building Career Pathways for Diverse PIT Entrepreneurs”
II. Ford School Blog: “Growing civic-minded technologists”

III. PIT Experiential Learning course syllabus
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