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Venezuela is in the midst of a humanitarian crisis. In addition to food and medicinal shortages, violent crime
has risen dramatically since 2014, spurring a mass exodus from the country. In order to cope with persistent
material, informational, and digital infrastructural breakdowns that their friends and family in Venezuela are
facing, members of the Venezuelan diaspora have turned to social media platforms to support people they left
behind. Through semi-structured interviews and participant observation, I uncover the ways participants
form a critical infrastructure for people in Venezuela. I describe participants’ actions as infrastructural care
— infrastructural action as a form of caring for others at a distance through the ongoing management of
resources, relationships, and infrastructures. Infrastructural care consists of relational, negotiated, and dialectic
actions that provide critical support while also generating ongoing tensions as participants are geographically
separated from the crisis and, through their involvement, are forced to confront their own experiences of
trauma. In addition to proposing the lens of infrastructural care, this paper contributes to our understandings
of the ways people cope with an ongoing humanitarian crisis at a distance and how social media platforms fit
in with wider ecologies of efforts.
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INTRODUCTION

In 2014 in Caracas, Venezuela, José joined thousands of people in a political protest against President
Nicholas Maduro. When police were sent to disrupt the protest, violence escalated and led to the
deaths of several Venezuelan citizens, including many of José’s friends, who were killed in front of
him. Due to this violent confrontation and increasing food and medicinal scarcity in the country,
José and his spouse decided they had to leave Venezuela. Although José is physically safe now and
geographically distant from the crisis, he is in constant contact via social media with friends and
family who have remained in the country.
I have many friends sending me messages on WhatsApp asking me for help, in desperation,
“José, help me. I want to get out now. I can’t take this anymore.” They’re looking for me to
help them out of the country. But, I can’t do it. I mean, right now, I’m not in a very good
situation. But I can listen, you know, a partial help in that sense. . . it’s hard. . . but the idea
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is that everybody, in small ways, can contribute bit by bit despite the crisis. These acts, it’s
un grano de arena [a grain of sand]. . . this sand forms pebbles, and with little pebbles, we
can build a house. —José (M, 30)

Venezuela is facing the most severe social, political, and economic crisis in its history, resulting in
a mass migration from the country [11]. As conditions in Venezuela deteriorate, people are unable
to rely on critical infrastructures for basic necessities like food and medicine. Like José, those who
have left the country are attempting to help their family and friends at a distance. The Venezuelan
diaspora and the sociotechnical infrastructures they create, adopt, and maintain are the focus of
this paper. Stories like José’s, captured during semi-structured interviews and participation with
Venezuelans living in the United States (US), provide the data that help us understand their work.
To explain this infrastructural work, I propose the lens of infrastructural care (IC), defined as
infrastructural action as a form of caring for others at a distance through the ongoing management
of resources, relationships, and infrastructures. IC highlights the messiness of human infrastructural action, which is deeply relational because it is motivated by, relies on, and impacts human
relationships. The case of the humanitarian crisis in Venezuela provides an opportunity to study
how social media platforms1 are used to compensate for infrastructural failure when physical
infrastructures are broken. Building on studies of human [46, 61] and social infrastructure [64], as
well as maintenance and breakdown [21], IC emphasizes the ongoing work individuals enact as
they contend with gaps and breakdowns of traditional infrastructures. I build on Lilly Nguyen’s
notion of infrastructural action, which consists of “the delicate ways in which people establish,”
and construct “sociotechnical connections in the face of an endemic distance” ([55]:638) through
ongoing maintenance. IC is intimately related to states of ongoing breakdown and crisis, acting
as a form of unidirectional care as people removed from the center of a crisis continually act on
behalf of those directly experiencing a crisis. IC highlights the dialectic nature of these actions, as
people cope with the in-between nature of their diasporic positioning within society and towards
this crisis, emphasizing the ongoing work required to negotiate between elements of (in)visibility,
closeness, distance, and sustainability of support.
This work contributes to the field of crisis informatics by answering the call of researchers to pay
more attention to ongoing, prolonged crises [69]. Similar to prior work advocating for a perspective
of infrastructural breakdown as normal [37], I explore a case where crisis has also become normal.
In the face of the uncertainty of a prolonged crisis, people use IC across social media platforms to
cope with the gaps in other infrastructures. While social media facilitates resource acquisition and
support, it simultaneously complicates experiences of (in)visibility and distance. As crises become
more frequent and prolonged around the world, this paper advocates for a broadened perspective
of crisis management and social change towards one that recognizes that this type of crisis and
management is mundane for many people.
The lens of IC highlights the ambiguous and deeply relational perspective of infrastructural
efforts, as people are motivated by social connections while also relying on them to make up
for gaps in preexisting food, medicinal, and economic infrastructures. IC contributes to CSCW
scholarship on infrastructural breakdown and human action to deepen our understanding of the
role of relationally-motivated sociotechnical care practices that are mediated through social media
platforms. IC draws our attention to feminist scholars’ emphasis of the inherently relational nature
of care [14] to reorient our perspective of infrastructural action within informal sociotechnical
systems, paying attention to the adaptability and complexities of human actions to support people
1I

use the overarching term “social media” to refer to various online spaces participants use to accomplish IC. However, this
is not intended to flatten the infrastructural elements of these sites. Throughout the findings, I highlight specific elements
of various sites and how these interact with participants’ actions.
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where formal infrastructures have failed. IC serves as a means of exhibiting and reclaiming agency
for members of the Venuzualan diaspora, but is also stressful and draining as people must negotiate
between various forms of distance and closeness. These findings reveal stressors that develop as a
result of the actions and the tactics participants use to mitigate negative emotional, security, and
relational consequences. IC actions are recursive in that they serve as a means to cope but also
require their own form of coping. The IC lens illuminates the human labor of the infrastructural
work required to navigate various dialectics throughout an ongoing crisis and the multiplicities of
care experiences.
In the following section, I review the context of the Venezuelan humanitarian crisis and resulting
mass migration that participants have experienced. After reviewing related work from crisis informatics, infrastructural breakdown, and care, I present my findings detailing the IC of participants
as they negotiate various strategies, platforms, and relationships in an attempt to confront the
humanitarian crisis from a distance. I conclude with a discussion of how the relational nature of IC
contributes to our understanding of the role of human action and connection during chronic crisis
and breakdowns and the ways we approach the study and design of social media platforms.
2

THE VENEZUELAN HUMANITARIAN CRISIS

During the last decade, Venezuela has been facing the most severe social, political, and economic
crisis in its history, which has resulted in a mass migration from the country and a growing, global
Venezuelan diaspora [11]. As the country with the largest oil reserves in the world, Venezuela’s
economy has long revolved around oil as its main export [53]. When oil prices were high under the
presidency of Hugo Chavez, he established a socialist government and used the influx of money
to finance programs aimed at reducing inequality and poverty [53]. He introduced price controls
– capping the money people pay for staples, thereby driving staple-producing companies out of
business. This, combined with a lack of foreign currency to import staple products, led to shortages
[66]. When Nicolas Maduro inherited the presidency in 2014, oil prices declined sharply, leading
to an economic crisis [11, 67]. The economic and political climate has continued to deteriorate as
critical infrastructures become increasingly unreliable. From 2014 to 2019, Venezuela’s economy
shrunk by half [67], the single largest economic collapse of any country not in wartime in the past
45 years [42]. This has led to mass inflation, food and medicinal shortages, and failing hospitals
[67]. Food shortages led to the average person losing 24 lbs. in 2017 [66]. External impacts, such as
new U.S. sanctions of Venezuela in 2019, which led to essential imports dropping by 50% [67], have
also contributed to shortages.
In addition to medicinal and food shortages, Internet access and use has been increasingly
constrained by a deteriorating infrastructure, including regular electrical shortages, and political
censorship [67], limiting the amount and types of information Venezuelans have access to. Venezuelans rely on internet connections, however tenuous, not only for communication and information
dissemination, but to be able to piece together resources such as food, medications, clothing, and
personal hygiene and baby items [26]. Extreme shortages of essential goods have caused an increase
in violent crime, including kidnapping, robbery, and murders. Since crime and price gouging have
become increasingly common amidst shortages, Evans et al. [26] describe how Venezuelans use
Facebook groups as solidarity economies as communities attempt to safely locate basic necessities.
However, seeking supplies and support within the country on Facebook or other social media
platforms is not sustainable. Therefore, people often seek support from their family members and
friends who have left the country.
Since 2016, more than one million Venezuelans have left their country, adding to the hundreds
of thousands who have left since 1999 [27, 58]. In addition to seeking refuge in the US, groups of
Venezuelans have migrated to countries across South America and Europe [58]. As these diasporic
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communities cope with their own transitions, they continue to grapple with the prolonged crisis in
their country of origin. In research among a Venezuelan community in Finland, Salojarvi focused
on the use of traditional media and online platforms to both stay informed on the situation in
Venezuela, share news, and craft online identities, focusing on their creation of a community in
their new homeland [60]. However, other Venezuelans feel more dispersed from their community,
having immigrated at various times and/or without their family. This work focuses on Venezuelans
across the US and the ways they are piecing together strategies and infrastructures in an attempt
to confront the crisis, both in their own lives and in the lives of those they left behind.
3 RELATED WORK
This paper explores how people living in diaspora cope with and care for others through an ongoing
crisis from which they are geographically separated. The term “diaspora” refers to a scattered
population whose origin lies in a separate geographic location. Key to this work is the “in-between”
experience of individuals in diaspora. Diaspora studies have focused on the ways that individuals
manage the push-pull of identity work as they attempt to adapt to a new country while also
maintaining their connection to their country of origin [7, 32]. This identity work occurs in-situ
and is never complete [32], as people cope with a continued attachment to a distant homeland and
the dispersion of meaningful relationships [7]. Being geographically separated from loved ones
and from one’s home country involves feelings of loss as well as responsibility to those whom one
has left behind. As a result, migrants have long sought to maintain emotional and economic ties to
their country of origin [62]. Increasingly, social media platforms have become vital in maintaining
connections to friends and family members back home [48, 49, 82].
Although some prior work has focused on the positive impacts of social media use among
diasporic communities [18], the use of these platforms is complicated and is accompanied by
potential risks. For example, in the case of undocumented migrants at the U.S./Mexico border,
Newell et al. found that mobile phone use provided much-needed connection but also opened up
migrants to potential risks such as robbery [54]. In the case of a prolonged crisis, maintaining these
ties, the effort it involves, and navigating risks becomes even more complicated. With the increasing
adoption of social media platforms, researchers have explored the ways that people collectively
confront and manage crisis [81], work that is critical as both natural and man-made disasters
become more prevalent and widespread [69]. As these crises contribute to growing numbers of
forced migrations worldwide [1, 76], we must understand how diasporic communities cope with
crisis. In the following sections, I first review relevant work on social media and crisis informatics.
Then, I incorporate concepts from infrastructure and feminist studies to explore how communities
confront crisis, concluding with an introduction of the concept of infrastructural care.
3.1

Crisis Informatics and Social Media

The field of crisis informatics (CI) has examined the adoption and use of social media tools by
organizations and citizens to address crisis and disaster relief efforts. The majority of CI work
has traditionally focused on immediate or acute crisis such as natural disasters and the ways that
governments, relief workers, and people who are impacted cope with and recover from crisis [13, 69].
While traditional crisis recovery models focus on specific socio-temporal stages for recovery [23],
people experiencing prolonged crisis must cope with constant uncertainty and daily disruptions
[65]. Considering wartime to be a “persistent disruption,” Bryan Semaan and colleagues focused
on the interplay between technology, community, and resilience, or the ways that people work
around and through ongoing disruption in an attempt to “get back on track” ([64]:321). Semaan
and Hemsley propose that the ability to access heterogeneous sources of aid is one measure of
community resilience during times of crisis, which may be better accomplished through access to
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social media sites like Facebook [64]. Therefore, the ability to piece together multiple resources
both online and off contributes to a community’s ability for resilience.
Researchers have begun to call for work that attends to ongoing crises [69], protracted events
which may have indeterminate endpoints. Soden and Palen [69] advocate for attention to “the
various ways in which social life produce the very vulnerabilities that produce crisis and disaster
and give shape to their impacts” ([69]:13). Some studies have explored how diasporic groups use
social media to undertake and manage crisis in their country of origin [2, 28]. This work often
focuses on civic engagement and political participation, such as in the case of the Iranian [28] and
Syrian diaspora[2], both of which use social media to rally support and amplify political opinions.
Through this paper, I delve more deeply into the ways diasporic communities use social media to
confront prolonged crisis. I view prolonged crisis through the lens of infrastructural breakdowns
and the subsequent actions that participants enact to care for others at a distance.
3.2

Breakdowns and Infrastructural Action

Similar to the ways that CI tends to focus on acute crises rather than protracted ones, infrastructures
have traditionally been conceived as invisible until they break [44, 73], with moments of breakdown
being considered atypical instead of quotidian. However, scholars in the fields of CSCW, HCI,
and beyond increasingly advocate for a broadened perspective of infrastructures, as well as an
acknowledgement that breakdowns are more commonplace than previously conceived, particularly
for disadvantaged peoples [21, 29, 37–39, 59].
Broadly, I consider infrastructure to be an assemblage of artifacts, actions, and users that provide
support to a social system [47]. In this work, I focus more specifically on the human, relational
side of infrastructure. In addition to physical and tangible infrastructures, scholars have drawn our
attention to the human infrastructure, which Lee et al. define as “the arrangements of organizations
and actors that must be brought into alignment in order for work to be accomplished” ([46]:484).
Incorporating both social and technological aspects of information infrastructures, researchers have
advocated for a deeper consideration of the human infrastructure, particularly in contexts where
technical and physical infrastructures regularly breakdown [22, 61]. In environments of constraint,
Dye and colleagues highlight how human infrastructures are essential to maintaining informal
digital infrastructures, especially when traditional infrastructures are unavailable or prohibited
[22]. In environments of crisis or constraint, “alternative” or informal infrastructures are often more
visible. For example, in the global South, infrastructures do not sink into the ambience of everyday
life but are acute sites of ongoing attention and care [43], whereby “one has to infrastructure as a
condition of living” ([55]:642).
The modern assumption of invisible infrastructures facilitates “the feeling that things work
and will go on working without the need for thought or action” ([24] quoted in [56]:641). This
perspective, as Nguyen argues, reflects a vision of infrastructural modernity, which, “rests on
the technological aesthetic of continuous connection, the erasure of social complexity, and the
automation of human form” ([56]:641). Unlike traditional perspectives of infrastructural modernity,
maintenance scholarship considers the ongoing processes of labor and the range of interactions
between people, technology, and actions resulting from environments where breakdowns are the
norm [29, 35, 59]. During ongoing crises, critical infrastructures are disrupted, including roadways,
electrical grids, and communication services. Addressing infrastructural breakdown, therefore, is a
key component when focusing on crisis recovery particularly when services that are traditionally
regulated by the government are no longer reliable, as is the case in Venezuela.
With the growth of social media, the fields of platform studies and infrastructure studies have
emerged as ways to conceptualize the “modern” media landscape [57]. Blending these fields, Plantin
et al. argue that infrastructure is a valuable lens for examining how social media platforms are
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providing services traditionally regulated by the government [57]. Similarly, crisis informatics
researchers have advocated that the use of social media to address crisis warrants a consideration of
social media platforms as critical infrastructure [10, 13, 64, 68]. Building on social-media-as-socialinfrastructure and human infrastructure, Semaan and Hemsley describe social infrastructures as a
way to consider how humans and technologies are involved in fostering resilience during ongoing disruptions [64]. Infrastructural breakdowns provide an opportunity to understand the inner
workings of infrastructures [8] as well as an opportunity to understand the actions of people that
step in to manage infrastructural breakdowns [21, 50]. Semaan describes the process of “building
everyday resilience with technology” during ongoing disruptions as routine infrastructuring [63],
demonstrating how groups are able to use technology to craft infrastructures throughout disruptive life events. This paper also considers social media platforms as sociotechnical information
infrastructures, held together by the infrastructural actions of a human infrastructure as they cope
with prolonged crisis.
Nguyen introduced infrastructural action as a lens to analyze practices of smuggling and jailbreaking iPhones in Vietnam, describing hacking as a “mundane way of coping with life removed
from the centers of global modernity” ([56]:638). More broadly, infrastructural action “consists of
the delicate ways in which people establish sociotechnical connections in the face of an endemic
distance” and is “characterized by ongoing attention, care, and hence must be performatively
constituted on a regular basis” ([55]:638). Building on this work, Jack and Jackson focus on the
complex, online buying networks in Cambodia [36]. The authors use the term “creative infrastructural action” to describe the resourceful and imaginative activities of integrating new digital tools
into preexisting infrastructures and cultural practices [36]. Similarly, prior CI studies have focused
on how communities piece together technology when infrastructures fail in order to step in for the
failures of the pre-existing infrastructure [13, 64, 81].
Considering the Venezuelan humanitarian crisis as manifested by various infrastructural breakdowns, this paper illuminates the continual actions that people undertake as they attempt to
confront and cope with prolonged crisis at a distance and the motivations and consequences
entangled in those actions. I join with scholars that begin their point of analysis from a place of
breakdown and endemic distance to explore the ways participants continually enact infrastructures,
both physical and social, during times of prolonged uncertainty. Against the backdrop of an ongoing
crisis, this paper demonstrates how, when physical infrastructures are broken, various social media
sites are used in an attempt to make up for infrastructural failure. However, social media sites do
not map seamlessly or smoothly onto the needs of individuals or communities, especially those in
crisis. Therefore, people use IC to make up for gaps themselves, which becomes a way of coping
with the uncertainty and ambiguity of a prolonged crisis.
3.3

Infrastructural Care

In this paper, I introduce the lens of infrastructural care (IC), or infrastructural action as a form of
caring for others through the continual management of resources, relationships, and infrastructures.
IC highlights the messiness of human infrastructural action, which requires continual tending, and
how such actions are deeply relational in that they are motivated by, rely on, and impact human
relationships. I complicate the work of infrastructural maintenance and infrastructuring as a form
of resilience, instead focusing on the work of caring for others at a distance, where transitioning
or overcoming disruption is never complete. Instead, IC is adaptive, continual, and filled with
seeming contractions that people must regularly manage. Infrastructure as a lens illuminates the
ways that nested layers of technology, human relations, and culture contribute to the landscape of
potential action and human intention [45, 70]. Acknowledging that participants’ actions are part of
multiple infrastructural and hierarchical layers, I incorporate IC as a way to focus more deeply on
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the multiplicity of care actions. IC consists of the mundane, recursive, ad-hoc actions required to
create and maintain informal, critical infrastructures in order to care for others over time, revealing
both the successes and tensions entangled in these actions. IC emphasizes the dialectic nature of
infrastructural action as people must also cope with the in-between nature of seemingly conflicting
or opposing forces (elements that I unpack in more detail below). Building on Nguyen’s notion
of infrastructural action [55], my conception of infrastructural care incorporates infrastructure
scholarship on breakdowns [37, 38] feminist scholarship on care [14, 15, 33, 51, 79], and relational
dialectics [5, 6] to delve more deeply into the concept of care and relational connection, which is
central to the actions of participants in this study.
IC draws our attention back to the relational elements that comprise infrastructural care actions.
As Maria de la Bellacasa reminds us: “not only do relations involve care, care is itself relational” [15]:
198). Considering crisis through the lens of infrastructural breakdowns serves to reveal the relational
dynamics of infrastructure, which demand new perspectives for thinking through infrastructures
[72, 75]. In other words, infrastructures exist only in action and are tenuously held together by
socially enacted gestures [56]. To better understand these socially enacted gestures, I focus on
these actions as care, which Joan Tronto and Berenic Fisher define as, “everything that we do to
maintain, continue, and repair ‘our world’ so that we can live in it as well as possible. That world
includes our bodies, our selves, and our environment, all of which we seek to interweave in a
complex, life-sustaining web” ([79]:103). De la Bellacasa emphasizes, “most feminist arguments on
the ethics of care entail that to value care we have to recognize the inevitable interdependency
essential to the reliant and vulnerable beings that we are” ([15]:198). It is the very precarity of this
world and our reliance on others that make an attention to care vital. However, the ethics of care
can be at odds with other cultural identities. For example, Toombs et al. describe how the mundane
practices of care in makerspaces, which encourage and recognize interdependence, contradict
“hacker” identities, which encourage independence [78]. HCI and CSCW work has also focused
on issues of care in health settings, illuminating how interdependence is central to care practices
[30, 41]. In states of constant breakdown and uncertainty, the importance of interdependence
becomes abundantly clear. Drawing on feminist scholarship, infrastructure studies have explored
how the work to create and sustain sociotechnical systems is embedded within an ethics of care,
which becomes increasingly visible during infrastructural breakdowns [16, 17, 37].
Ethnographies of infrastructures, particularly among communities in the global South, have
highlighted the relational and performative nature of infrastructures and infrastructural action
[56]. For example, Nguyen describes how participants invoked ties of kinship through specific
grammatical terms in order to acquire smuggled iPhones [56]. Due to the inherent vulnerabilities of
life, however, these relationships also require constant tending and upkeep, which Dye et al. argue is
an essential part of the work required to maintain informal infrastructures [21]. In their research on
a community network in Cuba, Dye et al. reveal how maintaining a sociotechnical network where
the physical objects are regularly breaking down requires a lot of work and continued reliance on
social relations [21]. The authors posit the term relational repair to describe the perpetual work
of care required to maintain the social, digital, and physical infrastructure of the network in the
face of regular technical breakdowns, whereby people mutually rely on each other to maintain the
network [21]. Although IC also focuses on the relational nature of care, it differs from relational
repair in that it is unidirectional, intended to care for others without an expectation of mutual care,
and it occurs in an “in-between” space.
Similar to the in-between nature of diaspora, IC focuses on the management of distance, visibility,
and closeness, all of which occur across platforms, infrastructures, and relationships. To focus on the
relational element of IC, I incorporate relational dialectics, an interpersonal communication theory
about close personal ties and relationships that highlights the tensions, struggles and interplay
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between contrary tendencies [3–5]. Similarly, in her study of the relationship management of
musicians and their fans, Nancy Baym describes the relational labor musicians undertake in order
to support their continued work and connection focusing on the “the ongoing, interactive, affective,
material, and cognitive work of communicating with people over time” ([6]:19). Baym describes how
much of this relational labor plays out on social media [6], highlighting how relational dialectics
may be even more complicated online as social media platforms push closeness, visibility, and
constant connection. Social media platforms have long served relational purposes as ways of
maintaining relationships and seeking support through social contacts [10, 25, 31, 40]. Connecting
to the thread of continuity (of action, of crisis, etc.), relational dialectics also emphasizes the notion
of change, contradiction, and maintenance of relationships over time [5]. Through the lens of IC, I
incorporate the complexities of relational maintenance with infrastructural work as people care
for others across time and distance. The lens of IC facilitates an exploration of the kinds of care
made possible through infrastructure and the limits and risks of conducting care at a distance,
particularly when mediated by social media platforms.
4
4.1

METHODS
Participants

I initially planned to recruit participants in the Boston area, particularly due to the visibility
the Venezuelan community in Boston had garnered during a symbolic Venezuelan presidential
election in the summer of 2017 [20]. However, in initial interviews with members of the local
Venezuelan diaspora, I discovered the ways in which people were confronting the humanitarian
crisis occurred both online and offline, as participants pieced together multiple platforms, resources,
and contacts spread across the United States, Latin America, and Europe. Therefore, I decided to
expand recruitment beyond the Boston area.
Initial participants were primarily recruited through Venezuelan Facebook Groups organized by
Venezuelans living in the US. Prior to recruiting through these groups, I received permission from
each group’s administrators. Via private messages on Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter, I reached
out to people that were members of public Facebook groups related to Venezuelans living in the US,
who posted with hashtags related to Venezuela, and/or who had Venezuelan flags in their profiles.
Through snowball sampling, some participants recommended I interview their family members, as
well, to gather a more holistic perspective of the relational nature of their actions. However, for
anonymity purposes, I do not identify which participants are related to one another.
I recruited 13 participants, all of whom had been born in Venezuela and later immigrated to
the US. Participants had been living in the US between 1-10 years. Five identified as female and
eight as male. They ranged in age from 23 to 65 years-old and the median age was 32. Participants
held various occupations including professors, artists, students, restaurant servers, realtors, and
Lyft drivers, among others. All participants had relatives and friends still living in Venezuela.
Participants received a $25 USD Amazon gift card at the end of the first interview. Two participants,
Mario and José, refused to accept the gift cards because, according to Mario, “I do not want to be paid
for being a part of something that might help the crisis” and José said, “I cannot accept money when
others are suffering.” Mario and José’s actions of not accepting cards reflects the other-centered
focus participants brought to their IC work, which I explore in more detail in the findings.
4.2

Data Collection and Analysis

I collected data using a combination of qualitative methods. Prior to recruiting participants, between
January-May 2018, I observed and took fieldnotes on public social media posts regarding grassroots
efforts among Venezuelans across Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram. I took note of the general
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content of the posts and various strategies that people were using to try to solicit support and
discuss the current situation in Venezuela. Between May-August 2018, I conducted in-depth, semistructured interviews with each participant. Interviews occurred in person, over Skype, and over
the phone, depending on each participant’s preference. Interviews were conducted in Spanish,
English, and a combination of the two, again depending on each participants’ preference. I stayed in
contact with participants over the course of three months and conducted brief, follow-up interviews
over WhatsApp and Facebook Messenger with 7 out of the 13 participants.
I also interacted with participants on Twitter, Facebook, WhatsApp, and Instagram to get a better
understanding of the ways participants were using social media platforms to confront the crisis.
Participants who chose to do so added me as a friend or follower on their social media accounts
(a combination of Twitter, Facebook, WhatsApp, and Instagram). Although I did not request it of
participants, seven of them also sent me posts throughout the project that they felt were relevant to
my research, totaling more than 40 messages. In accordance with the ethics board of my institution,
I did not store participants’ social media data and, instead, took notes of the type of information
shared. In total, 12 participants added me on at least one social media site. In addition to following
participants who invited me to do so, I also re-posted, liked, and re-tweeted posts that were directly
involved in raising awareness, signing petitions, and gathering support for people in Venezuela.
Interviews were transcribed in their original language (either English or Spanish) and were
then translated by a professional translator into English prior to data analysis. I also returned
to the original Spanish transcriptions throughout data analysis in order to better understand
key statements and words. I began conducting iterative, thematic analysis [9, 12] on interview
transcripts, field notes, and social media posts in June 2018 and this process continued during
and after data collection. I initially focused on the themes of social support on social media and
the motivations driving participants to undertake this work. As I continued data collection and
analysis, the importance of the tensions and emotions surrounding the type and amount of work,
relationship management, and consequences of engagements began to emerge and subsequent
data collection confirmed this. Therefore, in keeping with the iterative nature of thematic analysis,
I focused more deeply on the motivations and impacts of infrastructural work. In the following
section, I explore the elements of IC illuminated through the experiences of my participants.
4.3

Author Reflexivity

I am a white, American ethnographer with a Hispanic heritage who grew up in a combination of
Spanish and English speaking countries. I am fluent in both English and Spanish, having learned
both languages simultaneously as a child. I have been conducting research in and among Latin
American communities in both the U.S. and Latin America for more than ten years. Although I
have conducted research with communities in and from Venezuela, I am not of Venezuelan origin
nor have I had the opportunity to spend time in the country. When speaking with participants, I
disclosed my personal background and Hispanic heritage.
5

FINDINGS

My findings center around participants’ attempts to support friends and family in Venezuela
throughout a prolonged crisis. Much of the work undertaken by participants is in an effort to make
up for the infrastructural failings of multiple systems that people in Venezuela once relied on. In the
following sections, I describe the IC of participants, the mundane, recursive, ad-hoc actions required
to create and maintain informal, critical infrastructures to care for others during a prolonged crisis,
revealing both the successes and tensions entangled in these actions. Throughout my findings, I
document participants’ experiences confronting their relationship to a prolonged crisis as they
attempt to care for others at a distance. While I highlight some of the specific, technical elements of
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various social media sites used by participants, my main focus is on the relational, human elements
of IC. To that end, my findings reveal how participants’ actions are motivated, supported, and
complicated by the relationships between individuals. I discuss how, to enact various forms of
support, participants move between multiple social media platforms, piecing together relevant
information, acquiring material necessities, and providing emotional support for loved ones. My
findings reveal the energy, risks, and discomforts that participants face to undertake IC work that
is motivated by personal connections. Based on the delineations that participants described, I have
grouped IC actions into three categories: informational, material, and emotional. However, these
categories are not mutually exclusive, as I found multiple instances of overlap. I conclude with
findings regarding the emotional toll that IC efforts have taken on individuals.
5.1

Infrastructural Care and Information Infrastructures

Venezuela’s prolonged crisis has created a breakdown of information infrastructures in the country,
which is both material and political in origin. While social media mitigates the effects of information
breakdown upon individual connectedness, information accuracy and delivery was impacted,
motivating participants themselves to act as missing components of this broken infrastructure. The
manifold contexts and audiences that permeate these platforms mean that context collapse in the
form of sharing unwanted information with a certain audience became a daily reality for participants.
Balancing the desire to protect friends and family while educating international audiences about
the crisis was perceived as a difficult and draining task. In addition to their infrastructural action
replacing broken information infrastructures, participants developed strategies of infrastructural
care for themselves, their friends and family in Venezuela, and their US-based contacts.
5.1.1 Social Media as an Operations Center. Participants described the infrastructural actions
they undertook to piece together various information infrastructures, acting as a part of the
infrastructure themselves, largely because the information infrastructures they used to rely on had
become unavailable or untrustworthy. Piecing together information and news was an essential part
of the way that people used social media to stay informed, inform people in Venezuela, and raise
awareness among non-Venezuelans about the situation in the country. Daniela left Venezuela in
2014, close to the time that the Venezuelan government began closing independent news stations
and, soon after, radio stations. Daniela said, “we sensed that everything was going to be controlled by
the government. Now, we get all news through WhatsApp, Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter. I hop
around gathering bits and pieces of information.”
Participants were particularly concerned about misinformation, especially after “the government
started using the same channels that we do to spread their messages,” as Julian described. Similar to
findings from prior work on combating misinformation online during crisis [34, 52], participants
turned to social media to try to discern what news is accurate. The lens of IC illuminates how
seeking information was motivated (and also complicated) by the desire to care for others. Part
of the reason that participants, especially initially, sought out information was to inform people
within Venezuela about potentially dangerous confrontations between citizens and armed military
personnel. Julian described how in 2014 independent news media was blocked during the riots
and confrontations between citizens and the government, which resulted in people in Venezuela
seeking information regarding protests and violence so that they could protect themselves.
“Social media played two fundamental roles. First, people started to communicate through
social media within Venezuela due to the lack of communication that they had through
conventional media. Second, information started coming in from abroad . . . someone from
Caracas would communicate with a relative in Boston, and this relative would have
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contacts in Barinas or in Táchira. The outside world worked like an operations center so
people could fight what was happening.” —Julian (M, 23)
Julian called his family members several times per day to make sure that they were safe and to share
information with his family about rumors he had heard regarding where the soldiers were going to
attack. Pointing to the relational impacts of IC, Julian said that sharing this type of information
became a burden to his family because it “created a panic both among the people in Venezuela and
abroad because everyone was in fear. So, that was the moment where you didn’t know if [your family]
did or didn’t want to know, because it would create more fear in Venezuela.”
To navigate the relational consequences of piecing together and sharing this information, Julian
decided he would only tell his family information if he thought their lives might be in danger.
Julian described how he often had to weigh the benefits and the potential drawbacks of sharing
information with his family saying, “I’m like a shield for them. I would rather take on the stress of
knowing this information then having them decide what is helpful and what is not. They are going
through enough already.” Since this news led to increased stress for people in Venezuela, participants
began to limit the amount of information they shared with family members and friends, illuminating
how IC involves making difficult decisions regarding how best to care for others.
Participants also have to contend with is the increasing inflation in the country due to the collapse
of the economy. As people turned to the Internet to find resources, Julian said that the government
shut down local websites that were tracking inflation prices and acting as local classifieds. Instead,
people use social media sites to bypass government suppression of pricing and inflation data.
“People turn to WhatsApp or Instagram to post the price of cars, the price of houses because
the government prevented people from doing that on formal websites. Instagram is difficult
for the government to control, because you can post a picture. In the picture you write the
price. What I do is basically monitor social media to find pricing data and share it with
others. Social media has become the new central bank of Venezuela.” —Julian (M,23)
Julian said he is trying to build something more sustainable that will help his family members,
as well as others, find fair prices without having to rely on the extensive infrastructural care
that is currently taking place for people to piece together multiple types of information and
resources to try to acquire the things they need. With the increasing hostility in the country and
the decreasing amount of resources, participants described how they began to undertake a different
type of informational support: the education of audiences outside of Venezuela as to the worsening
situation. Valentina said, “If it wasn’t for social media and the help of people living outside, nobody
would have known what is happening in Venezuela.”
5.1.2 Navigating Consequences of Information Sharing. As the situation in Venezuela continued to
worsen, participants increasingly felt the need to raise awareness among non-Venezuelan people
in the countries where participants were now residing. However, participants soon encountered
tensions of visibility as multiple audiences converged within and across social media platforms.
Feeling the effects of context collapse occurring across popular social media sites, participants
grappled with actions that were intended to care for certain groups, but which were also perceived
as forms of harm by others. Once Mario realized that his American friends did not believe that the
situation in Venezuela was as dire as he said, he began posting images and videos on Facebook
that he had gathered from Venezuelan WhatsApp groups, tweets from Venezuelans on Twitter, and
posts from Instagram. Mario described sharing this information as a cathartic way for him to earn
legitimacy among Americans in regards to the gravity of the situation in Venezuela and, in this
way, coping with his feelings towards the crisis. He also hoped that this awareness would lead
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non-Venezuelans to find ways to help people in the country. However, sharing these posts also had
negative relational consequences.
“One of my uncles said, ‘your little cousin is on Facebook, can you not share these violent
images?’ But I had [American] friends sharing my posts saying, ‘Wow, dude, thanks for
sharing.” I think it did some good. But some Venezuelan people are like, “You don’t live it.
Why are you sharing that? You’re living in comfort.’ That’s ignorance. I don’t understand
it, because I’m trying to help and some people take it the wrong way. I mean, they’re right,
I don’t live there.” —Mario (M, 30)
While speaking with Mario over video chat, he shared some links with me that he had posted to
Facebook, many of which he has since deleted because they offended his relatives, especially in
Venezuela. Mario said that he felt as though he had to share some of the violent images and videos
because, otherwise, people would not believe that the situation in Venezuela was as serious as it
actually was. To manage the delicate balance between raising awareness and offending relatives in
Venezuela, Mario began posting news about Venezuela for only one or two days and then removing
it. Mario explained that he felt someone had to educate others as to what is going on, but he also
did not want to cause more pain to people in Venezuela (or to generate tensions between himself
and other family members). Further, Mario removed his professional information from all social
media sites except for LinkedIn because he did not want people in Venezuela knowing that he
works in finance, since “it makes it worse because they think I have money and that I’m complaining
about something while I myself am living in luxury, even though that’s not true.” At times, actions
that were intended to care for certain groups were also perceived as forms of harm.
In addition to offending others, participants spoke about the potential security risks from openly
sharing information online that was directly critical of the situation in Venezuela. Julian said that
he became involved in raising awareness about the situation in Venezuela by posting on Facebook.
As an undergraduate student at a university in the northeastern United States, he worked with
other Venezuelan students and attempted to speak out about the situation in Venezuela to educate
others. Exemplifying the dialectic nature of IC, Julian described how he feared his family might
suffer as a result of his outspokenness, which created what Julian describes as an internal “division.”
“There is like a division in what you can do. On one hand, you don’t want the situation to
personally affect your family, but you also want to be part of that information network so
the world will find out what is happening in Venezuela. There was a division because the
more you participated, the higher the chance that the government can see what you’re
saying and. . . they might attack your family.” —Julian (M,23)
Due to Julian’s continued posts on Facebook and Twitter and his involvement in student-led
protests, the Venezuelan consulate in the American city that he was living denied him services
(including renewing his passport so he could return to Venezuela to visit his mother). At this point,
his mother began to negotiate with him, asking him to stop all of his activity spreading news
and speaking out against the situation in Venezuela, because she feared for his safety and hers.
Julian began to limit his involvement with activist groups and the type of information he shared
on his Facebook wall. He began using the Notes feature on Facebook as a way for him to share
his thoughts about the situation in Venezuela in a more “academic or reflective” way. He said this
allows him to engage and cope with the crisis but in a less risky way because his notes are not as
visible or as incendiary. Julian has shifted his involvement in the “information network” to focus on
other activities, such as the lack of resources in the country. In addition to shifting needs, Julian
said that negotiating the information and risks, along with the relational stress that was generated
between himself and his mother, were unsustainable activities and that there were more pressing
needs. Participants said they grappled with the shifting nature of the crisis and the types of actions
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they choose to undertake. Some have shifted their actions to cope with the crisis, particularly due
to feelings that the spread of information is not as valuable as it once was, nor is it sustainable,
because of the emotional toll and security risks. For example, Valentina said she avoids posting
about Venezuela on Facebook because “it is a matter of security” for her family in Venezuela.
“I avoid expressing anything on Facebook because my last name is rare and my mother
and brothers are still in Venezuela. I’m very careful. The people are starving and there
is no enforcement against kidnapping or robbery. If I post something and it looks like I
have money, they can find my family in Venezuela and kidnap them until I pay them. It
happens. So I avoid exposing myself and my family on Facebook because people there are
pretty much on their own.” — Valentina (F, 43)
Valentina emphasized multiple times that people in Venezuela are “pretty much on their own”
because there are no reliable, formal structures to help them. Venezuelans who have been able to
leave the country often felt a responsibility to mitigate risks for others, a theme that participants
regularly emphasized during interviews. Echoing another element of IC, participants discussed how
they had to take time to decide what work to focus on and what would have the greatest impact
while also balancing their own resources. For some participants, this involved shifting the nature of
their efforts. For example, Juan said that he finds it more beneficial to equip people in Venezuela to
protest, rather than organizing and attending protests in the US against the Venezuelan government.
Juan described how people in Venezuela have now developed their own information networks and
that they do not need people outside of the country as much. Similarly, several participants said
that the world outside of Venezuela (at least as they perceive it) knows about the situation but
that nothing has changed. In fact, several spoke about how conditions in their home country have
further deteriorated, like Julian.
“We are out of focus. When [people in Venezuela] send news, ‘we don’t have food, we
don’t have medicine, people protesting, three people killed’. . . you don’t know what to
pay attention to, so the process of creating priorities is very difficult. Sometimes you are
overwhelmed with information and the best solution is to not share it.” —Julian (M, 23)
Like Julian, participants intended to care for others, but this also exposed them to overwhelming
amounts of information. After a variety of informative, awareness-raising efforts, several participants said that they began moving away from these types of activities, demonstrating the ways
that IC requires constant management and negotiation as people try to discern ways to care for
others in sustainable ways.
5.2

Infrastructural Care for Material Support

Due to the increasingly dire situation in Venezuela and the continued failure of formal, critical infrastructures, participants said they felt the responsibility to take care of their loved ones themselves.
Participants spoke about piecing together a variety of social media platforms to accomplish tasks,
calling sites like WhatsApp an “operations center,” as Gabriel describes it. As participants moved
from informational support and awareness building, many found that the network structures that
they had formed across social media platforms evolved to be useful for other purposes, particularly
in piecing together tangible forms of aid. I use the term material support to classify the actions
that participants take to identify, locate, and deliver resources (including clothes, food, money, and
medicinal supplies) to individuals and groups in Venezuela. The humanitarian crisis resulted from
economic crisis and, as a result, participants felt that sending supplies to people in Venezuela was
one of the most important ways they could support people. Participants directly addressed the
ongoing material scarcity in Venezuela by coordinating deliveries of needed items via online and
offline networks. In the stories that follow, I illustrate how this material support ranged from knee
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braces for a friend’s mother to a larger campaign to send shoes to schoolchildren. Participants were
unable anticipate these needs but mobilized their online and offline resources to accommodate
them, highlighting the ad-hoc nature of IC.
5.2.1 From Knee Braces to Shoes. Each morning as soon as she wakes up, Maria reaches for her
iPhone on her bedside table. She first opens WhatsApp, scrolling through the multiple groups she’s
a part of that include a combination of her family, her classmates from back home in Venezuela,
and other groups that include members of the Venezuelan diaspora around the world.
“The other day, my friends’ mother [in Venezuela] had a knee operation and she was
looking for a knee brace, she could not find it, so we made a chain and everybody was
looking through that chain, for that knee brace in Massachusetts.” —Maria (F, 57)
Maria moved to the US with her husband and two children in 2008. Through travel, phone calls,
and social media, she stayed closely involved with friends, family, and organizations in the country.
However, as travel became increasingly difficult and dangerous, Maria increasingly turned to social
media platforms in an attempt to piece together a variety of efforts to “do whatever I can.” In the
case of the knee brace, Maria described how she and others “made a chain,” and began piecing
together information and contacts, moving between various groups in WhatsApp, contacts she had
on Facebook, and text messages with others to look for the knee brace. Within two hours, Maria had
located a knee brace and began making arrangements to have it delivered to her friends’ mother in
Venezuela. Maria described this as just one, small success among many efforts that individuals are
undertaking, many of which are unsuccessful.
In addition to using IC for isolated needs, participants also developed more robust efforts,
revealing the tensions of sustainability when managing ongoing efforts. Daniela described how
she originally began organizing events in the US to help Venezuelans speak out about the current
situation. As economic conditions in Venezuela continued to worsen, however, she felt the need
to do something different because she “wanted to have an impact on people there that I care for.”
Through WhatsApp, Daniela sent a message to one of her close friends, Norman, who is a teacher
in “one of the poorest” neighborhoods in Caracas, Venezuela’s capital, and asked him what was
needed most. Norman told Daniela that, “the kids can’t even come [to school] because they don’t
have shoes or sneakers to walk along the rocky paths to school.” Daniela decided that this was the
way she could contribute to the community in Venezuela.
Daniela started with her offline networks, piecing together infrastructures of care to acquire, store,
and send the shoes to Norman’s school. She spoke to members of the Zumba classes she teaches at
senior centers, to her coworkers, and to her neighbors. Daniela’s friends and her daughter’s friends
helped Daniela pack up more than eight boxes of shoes, which she shipped to Norman’s school and
to a friend’s church in Caracas. A local junior high school student heard about Daniela’s efforts
and asked if she could hold a shoe drive at her school. Daniela worked with the student to receive
permission from the school, promote the shoe drive, and organize supplies to collect the shoes.
The drive brought in more than 500 pairs of shoes, filling 21 boxes. However, sending supplies to
Venezuela has become increasingly expensive. Traditional logistics and shipping infrastructures
are no longer reliable in Venezuela and participants reported that supplies are often stolen if you
try to send via regular mail. Therefore, several groups have emerged that try to guarantee secure
delivery to Venezuela (often advertising through posts on social media channels). However, to do
so, these groups charge high rates. Most participants try to rely on their own social networks or
friends of friends to send supplies to friends and family, as Carla describes:
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“Due to the humanitarian crisis that we have, we spread the word if somebody needs
something or someone is traveling to or from Venezuela to get supplies or send supplies,
we try to make it work.” — Carla (F, 24)
Although Daniela tries to use personal contacts to send supplies to Venezuela, she had collected
so many shoes that it was too expensive to send through her personal network. Daniela organized
an additional fundraiser through Facebook and collected around $1,700 for shipping fees. After
Daniela ran the fundraiser on Facebook she created a video to thank the people that participated.
The subsequent response was overwhelming, and required more work and negotiations of Daniela.
“I created a thank-you video for the donations and shared it on my Facebook page. In less
than 48 hours, I received more than 50 messages from people in Venezuela asking for shoes
and at the end of four or five days, we received more than 20,000 views and more than 720
shares of the video. It was great marketing, but I could not hold it. I started trying to track
down the places, the messages responding and you know, trying to see where the shoes
were going. . . I spent like four or five hours each day and that is too much for me. I mean,
I have to work, right? I started receiving so much every day that I decided to delete the
video from Facebook.” —Daniela (F,43)
In addition to the influx of messages and the added work, Daniela had to piece together resources
to find a place to keep all of the shoes. She asked friends to volunteer to help her drive the shoes
to a friend’s house about 50 minutes away from her so that they could store them in the friend’s
garage. She’s currently trying to raise more money to send the additional shoes that have arrived
at her house since sharing the video. Daniela said that she feels that the Venezuelan government is
not doing its part for its people and that other services have failed them; therefore, it is up to her
and others to piece together various contacts, resources, and social media platforms, improvising
solutions to get the shoes to Venezuela. Facebook facilitated a form of visibility that was needed to
collect the shoes and money to ship them. However, it also brought an influx of work for Daniela
due to this visibility. Currently, she has had to put the shoe collection on-hold because, “I cannot do
it all by myself. It’s too much work.’ Daniela said she hopes to be able to start a non-profit so that
these efforts are more organized because, over time, the work she has to do she feels as though she
cannot “hold it.” Until then, she will have to continue to improvise and do bits of IC work herself,
relying on friends who have offered to help. This case is an example of the way that IC consists of
ongoing, frequently banal actions that are driven by a motivation to care for others but require
work that is not always sustainable. Moreover, Daniela has scaled back her efforts to focus on
people that she knows in Venezuela because those efforts are more sustainable.
5.2.2 Ongoing material support for loved ones. Gabriel immigrated to the US from Venezuela three
years ago, leaving behind his parents, siblings, grandparents, and most of his aunts, uncles, and
cousins. He worries about the state of Venezuela and the rest of the people there, and he also
emphasized that his central concern is focused on his family. In addition to several WhatsApp
groups for Venezuelan friends, Gabriel has two family groups on WhatsApp. One includes all the
members of his family and is for “general” conversations to stay in touch with what is going on,
special events, and how people are doing. The second “smaller, secret” group contains Gabriel and
three of his cousins (one of whom is in the US and the other two who are in Venezuela). To care for
his family members both tactically and emotionally, Gabriel and his cousins use their closed group
to speak openly about what is needed and to coordinate their efforts.
“In that group we discuss what is lacking and where to get it to help my cousins coordinate
on the ground. And we made an agreement that we have a monthly goal of a certain
amount of money, what we can at the moment, and to keep that money for whatever thing
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that is needed in Venezuela, whether it’s food or a situation comes up where someone
needs to go to the doctor or some medication that is needed at the time.” — Gabriel (M, 28)
Demonstrating how IC serves as a form of emotional protection, Gabriel said that they formed
this separate group because it was too stressful for older members of his family to be involved
in discussions regarding topics of scarcity and sickness. In addition to saving up money, Gabriel
pieces together information from the US by contacting other people in Venezuela and monitoring
WhatsApp groups and Instagram in an effort to track down supplies as needed. Gabriel also works
with his cousin to collect US dollars to send to Venezuela. Julian likewise assists his family financially
by spending several hours each day exchanging money:
“I conduct currency management for the family; I’m on the lookout to buy foreign currency
when they have Venezuelan currency and exchange it. I help not because they don’t have
the tools but, with the Venezuelan internet, it could take you an hour. If I do it [in the
US] it takes 10 minutes. So we use WhatsApp to communicate ‘Hey, I need to exchange 10
million bolivars,’ and then I find the way. My main source of help is providing them with a
solution to fight inflation, and this is something that happens daily with my direct family
and maybe weekly or monthly with uncles and aunts, because if they don’t exchange their
salary in two, three days then 50% of the value’s gone, so that’s a tiring process, but at
this point it is necessary. I work on this more than 20 hours a week.” —Julian (M, 23)
Between his full-time job, other responsibilities, and the IC work he engages in, Julian said he
sleeps less than four hours per night. Julian emphasized that he has access to the tools to help his
family and that is what he “must do,” though he hopes to find less time-consuming ways to support
them. Even as participants move towards finding more long-term solutions, there are continual
complications, including the emotional tolls resulting from ongoing IC efforts.
5.3

Infrastructural Care for Emotional Support

Participants described emotional support as the most consistent and persistent way that they
attempt to cope with and care for others during the ongoing crisis. Drawing from social support
literature [77], I consider emotional support to be offering or receiving comfort and security from
others during times of stress, which allows the person to feel that they are cared for by others.
Although more “tangible” forms of aid described in section 5.2 are important, prior research has
highlighted how geographically separated families use information communication technologies
(ICTs) to provide critical mutual, emotional support [82]. Similarly, participants in this study
emphasized they were most often called upon and felt an obligation to provide emotional support
for loved ones, support mediated by social media.
5.3.1 Positivity as a Weapon. While meeting with Gabriel in a Latin American restaurant in the
Northeastern US, he spoke animatedly about how he tries to send positive energy to his family and
friends across various social media accounts. Gabriel also said, “I try to post positive images about
Venezuela so that the rest of the world knows that there is more to our story than what is happening
now. I miss Caracas, I miss my city a lot.” At this point in our conversation, Gabriel begun to sob.
He quickly pulled out his smartphone, opened Instagram, and showed me a photo he had posted
of him with his family in Venezuela. ‘‘Look at us together,” he said, “It helps to look at the happy
times, if not, one cries all the time.” Gabriel described how he uses WhatsApp as a way to regularly
connect with friends and family:
“We talk a lot on WhatsApp. Despite the fact that we’re far away. . . we work to maintain
a beautiful relationship and try to help each other with what we can. . . I think my greatest
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weapon to help my friends and my family is listening and talking with them and giving
them good vibes, because I can’t give them more than that.” — Gabriel (M, 28)
Gabriel spoke about how he sends pictures to his family’s WhatsApp group of activities he is doing
to try to lift their spirits. He tries to listen to their concerns while also encouraging them to look
at life with a more positive outlook. Gabriel describes the emotional support he provides as his
“greatest weapon” to combat the crisis. This mentality was indicative of other participant accounts
of emotional support as a way to help others, as well as themselves, feel as though they were
doing something to combat this crisis. In addition to providing care through emotional support,
participants also saw this as a way of coping with the crisis and the ambiguous emotions that they
encounter. Valentina uses several WhatsApp groups to maintain her connection to family and old
friends who are still in Venezuela. While they discuss a variety of topics, their conversations often
begin on the topic of scarcity and the fear that people are experiencing.
[Conversations] usually start with all the problems of scarcity. Scarcity of food, of money,
and the exchange rate is humongous. . . I kind of let them talk about what’s worrying
them. . . and then I try to tell them other things. Like kind of change the subject so they can
talk about something else and not how bad they’re doing all the time, you know? They’re
really stressed out; that’s what I really feel most sorry about. —Valentina (F,43)
Like Gabriel, Valentina attempts to shift conversations to topics that are more lighthearted to
provide positive emotional support for her family and friends. IC, therefore, also involves trying to
manage the stress and emotions of others, which can itself be stressful for participants.
5.3.2 Managing Connection and Disconnection. When Alejandro moved to the US from Venezuela
with his mother in 2014, their transition was incredibly difficult. Alejandro said that after his mom
was unable to find work after a year in the US, he felt that he had to “steer the ship” and care for his
mom emotionally and financially. To do that, he felt he needed to disconnect from Venezuela.
I decided that year that I just wouldn’t care about Venezuela. Like, I’m done. There’s
nothing there for me, I’ve moved on, . . . you cannot change the bad choices your parents
or other people in the country made or the fact that everything went south. That’s not
my fault. I can’t do anything so why stress over something you cannot control? You need
to keep moving on. If you stay put and you don’t move on, that’s how you lose sight of
what’s important and what the future has for you. — Alejandro (M,22)
Alejandro told me that he has removed all information on his social media profiles that connects
him to Venezuela in an attempt to distance himself from the country and other Venezuelans as
much as possible. However, he still feels responsibility for his grandmother and his best friend,
Enrique, both of whom are still in Venezuela. When speaking with them, he tries to avoid discussing
the current difficulties they are facing.
I don’t go into the situation [in Venezuela]. I learn sometimes about stuff occasionally
because Enrique tells me stuff but I don’t ask. I ask him how is he and tells me the usual
and I don’t ask more just because I don’t want to know and I don’t want to remind him
that shit is going south.— Alejandro (M, 22)
Alejandro connects with Enrique over WhatsApp and through live video game streams, though
he avoids speaking about Venezuela as much as possible. Alejandro said he needs Enrique, too,
because moving to the US has been difficult and often lonely. With his grandmother, however, it
is increasingly difficult to avoid discussing the situation in Venezuela. As a result, Alejandro has
created some emotional distance between himself and his grandmother by not speaking with her
as much over video calls or WhatsApp messages. Instead, he sends his well-wishes through his
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mother. While Alejandro says he no longer has“anything to do with the crisis,” he is unable to fully
escape it due to his relational ties and the ways he cares for Enrique and his grandmother.
5.4

Managing the Emotional Toll of Infrastructural Care

Participants said they have to undertake specific management tactics if they wish to sustain their
IC efforts. Participants spoke about needing to be engaged in recent news, in an effort to piece
together information, raise awareness, coordinate resources, and offer emotional support. However,
this engagement is draining and participants also described it as traumatic. Maria says she tries to
avoid news stories on Twitter and Instagram that are disturbing, but if she wants to stay connected
to people in Venezuela, she is unable to disconnect completely, especially from WhatsApp.
The stories are heartbreaking. People fleeing the police. The images of children looking
for food in the trash, that is disturbing, some images that I simply don’t want to see. My
spouse and I have a code for each other that we tag posts with to let the other know not to
open them. So we comment on the posts but don’t open the images.—Maria (F,57)
Maria has several groups that she follows and some of them are quite large, especially after
WhatsApp stopped limiting the size of groups. If she wants to maintain her role in supporting
people in Venezuela and feeling like she is involved, she has to be involved on WhatsApp, since
Maria has to move within this same platform in her own efforts to confront the crisis, she and her
spouse warn each other if they come across a violent image or disturbing news in these groups.
Maria primarily uses this tactic on WhatsApp but, occasionally, her spouse will do this on Facebook,
too. When she receives a notification from Facebook that her spouse has commented on a post
using their code word, she knows not to view that post. They try to comment back to offer support
while also trying to avoid seeing all of the heartbreaking stories. Maria and her spouse rely on each
other to navigate emotional tolls.
Some participants said they turned to Instagram initially because they found it to be a more
positive place than Facebook, Twitter, and the large Venezuelan-based WhatsApp groups. However,
as time has passed, more organizations and individuals have used Instagram to share news stories
of events happening in the country. After following hashtags like #VenezolanosEnBoston, I received
posts that included images of starving children, protesters that had been shot in the streets, and
videos of people running from the government. Even though he occasionally posts this type of
news on his own social media profiles, Mario said that the contact impacts him, too, and that he
is unable to fully escape it because, “I’m involved so it comes at me on all sites: Facebook, Twitter,
Instagram, WhatsApp, personal texts.” Mario has begun to shut off his phone completely for several
hours every few days so that he can create “create some space” for himself.
Participants described a sort of ambiguous push and pull element of undertaking IC over time and
at a physical distance, particularly as mediated through social media platforms. When increasingly
overwhelmed, individuals would pull back from their involvement with those still in Venezuela;
however, this was more difficult to do when these people were family members and close friends.
Although Gabriel said that the only weapon he can offer is listening to others, he also described
how difficult it is for him on a daily basis to continue to offer this emotional support.
They only send bad news to me from Venezuela like, ‘this one died, this one died, this one
died. . . the neighbor died . . . I don’t have food, I don’t have money.’ So I stopped following
people and lots of news from Venezuela. It’s very, very sad to see people that you know
fighting, trying to eat. . . . that is why I keep away from [certain people]. . . because it’s
about my well-being, too. —Gabriel (M, 28)
Since much of this communication is happening on WhatsApp, and Gabriel still wanted to be
involved, he decided he had to stop engaging with particular people from Venezuela to protect his
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mental health and to preserve his emotional energy for his immediate family members. However,
Gabriel then received feedback from certain friends that he had not responded to in a while on
WhatsApp. Echoing prior work on the expectations of connection that communication technology
generates in personal relationships [31], some of Gabriel’s friends were hurt that they had not
heard from him, which made Gabriel feel as if he had abandoned them. With a few of these friends,
Gabriel was able to explain to them why he had not been in contact as regularly and asked them if
they could try to not to focus on the negative parts of life all the time. However, Gabriel added that
this type of emotional and relational management takes “constant work” and there are times he is
not able to do this work and he needs to pull away for periods of time from certain contacts or
certain platforms. Similarly, Patrizia tries to talk about more lighthearted topics.
We don’t really talk about Venezuela. It’s really depressing. We’ll just talk about silly
things, at least with my family. But it inevitably comes up if you talk to somebody for
long enough, because it’s too much to ignore, obviously. I mean, the stories are all the same
and increasingly worse every time you talk. — Patrizia (F, 32)
Participants try to mitigate the amount of negative content they consume but are not able to
disconnect from the crisis completely, though some have taken more extreme measures in an
attempt to shield themselves from the crisis (like Alejandro). Valentina emphasized how caring for
others throughout this crisis should not be done at the expense of personal well-being.
Everything that I can do, I will do it. But I avoid getting hooked with that because I need
to look forward. You have people [in the US] that live 24/7 in the news, in Venezuela. You
can’t live outside the US constantly, having all these things in your head. It’s not good for
you. I can’t do anything for the country more than creating awareness. I don’t think it’s a
selfish position, it’s just a reality.—Valentina (F, 43)
6

DISCUSSION

In this paper, I propose the term infrastructural care (IC) to describe mundane, informal, ad-hoc
actions of participants to piece together elements of infrastructures to care for others at a distance
through ongoing breakdowns. Through the lens of IC, I explore the case of the humanitarian crisis
in Venezuela, which provides an opportunity to study how, when traditional infrastructures are
broken, participants turn to social media to make up for infrastructural failure and care for others
at a distance. However, social media platforms alone are inadequate for long-term support of loved
ones experiencing prolonged crisis. While social media facilitates instant (albeit mediated) access
to personal connections across distance that would otherwise be impossible, engagements on these
platforms require that participants navigate gaps, risks, and conflicting elements. In the sections
that follow, I further unpack specific elements of IC based on my findings. I begin with the relational
nature of IC followed by a discussion of how IC contributes to our understanding of prolonged
crisis and breakdowns and action. I conclude with a provocation for how the relational nature of
IC might contribute to the ways we study and design social media platforms.
6.1

The Relational Nature of Infrastructural Care

An attention to IC throughout the uncertainty of a prolonged crisis illuminates the deeply relational
nature of participants’ actions and the human cost of such actions. While social media mediated
and facilitated participants’ actions, these actions occur because of people and their connections to
one another. IC hinges on relationships, specifically the expectations, management, and negotiation
that come from being involved in human relationships. De la Bellacasa reminds us that care
and relation are intimately intertwined because “to care about something, or for somebody, is
inevitably to create relation. . . although not all relations can be defined as caring, none could
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subsist without care” ([15]:198). This is particularly true because we live “in worlds made of
heterogeneous interdependent forms and processes of life and matter,” ([15]:198) which are often
more fragile and prone to breakdowns than the majority of HCI work acknowledges [38]. All forms
of infrastructures are in a prolonged state of breakdown and rely on human effort and connection
for their maintenance. This work offers IC to articulate infrastructural actions that are motivated
by and enacted in order to care for others. For participants contending with these breakdowns, IC
becomes the means by which they piece together bits of life and matter motivated and supported
by human relations. As Steve Jackson states, “we care because we care” [37]:232). In other words,
people care for objects, people, systems, and infrastructures because of their attachment to them. A
focus on infrastructural care emphasizes the connections between actions and meaning, which
flow from the interpersonal relationships between people.
The relational elements become even more strained during crisis, and even more essential. IC
builds on prior work that encourages us to more critically consider the human connections, care
work, labor, and emotions that feed into sociotechnical systems as well as the cost of these efforts,
that are borne more by some than others. This emphasizes the unidirectional element of IC, as
individuals are able to provide care, without expecting it in return, because of their ability to manage
various infrastructures and resources as well as distance and visibility. However, conducting IC
across various physical and digital infrastructures is not without risks or tensions. The development
of the lens of IC through this particular case illuminates a specific type of infrastructural dimensions
and action. However, I envision the lens of IC to be applicable more widely, such as the context of
health [30, 41]. Further, although this case discussed the unidirectional nature of infrastructural
care, future work might also investigate those on the receiving end of infrastructural care (in
this case, people in Venezuela). More broadly, I encourage scholars to reflect more deeply how IC
work is entangled in people’s relationships with social media platforms specifically and multiple
infrastructures more generally. In the remaining sections, I explore how the relational nature
of IC unfolds throughout a prolonged crisis and across varying actions as people contend with
breakdowns.
6.2

Infrastructural Care During Prolonged Crisis

Globally, ongoing crisis is the norm for large groups of people. However, these circumstances have
not been sufficiently explored in HCI or CI literature, which tends to focus on acute crisis [69]. This
may reflect the experiences of privileged participants from what are perceived as relatively stable
contexts, where crisis is experienced as sudden, unexpected, and rare. CI research on prolonged
disruption partially mitigates these gaps by highlighting how infrastructuring by participants
contributes to resilience, allowing them to overcome prolonged disruptions in their everyday lives
[63]. Participants in this study hoped that one day the humanitarian crisis in Venezuela would be
resolved; however, this came with an acknowledgement that this resolution may not occur in their
lifetime and that their actions alone would not dramatically alter the situation. Participants are
connected via social media to a prolonged crisis over which they have very little direct control.
IC offers the promise of a modicum of agency while simultaneously exacerbating feelings of a
lack of agency. Individuals spoke about needing to “move on” with their lives, but simultaneously
recognized that there was no getting back to “normal.” Instead, participants acknowledged the
ongoing uncertainty they must contend with throughout a seemingly never-ending crisis. As
opposed to connoting ideas that one day they will be able to return to normal, participants described
IC practices as ongoing, acknowledging that “overcoming” the crisis felt largely unattainable.
Given this dynamic of persistent disruption, the modicum of control offered through IC, and the
associated human cost of performing this role, what is an appropriate response from those who
study sociotechnical systems? Semaan acknowledges that “as people try to mitigate the impacts of
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the everyday disruptions they face, the infrastructuring practices and subsequent sociotechnical
infrastructures they develop can impact people in potentially adverse ways” ([63]:20). Still, he
strikes a hopeful tone as he seeks to inform “how we can build sociotechnical systems that promote
resilience, and thus caring for others” ([63]:20). While more sensitivity to systems’ ability to promote
resilience and caring is important, so too is the emphasis on the unfinished nature of participants’
IC work. As Annemarie Mol reminds us, care is an action that “suggests enduring work that seeks
improvement but does not necessarily succeed” ([33]:141). For example, Maria described her efforts
as a few small successes among many attempts that don’t often work.
While it is important to continually question how sociotechnical designs can better facilitate
people’s efforts, we cannot forget that actions of and connections between people will always be
required to work within and across the gaps of multiple sociotechnical systems. Although they rely
on social media, participants form the most important link within the sociotechnical infrastructures
of care they assemble and enact. The intricate, contextual knowledge of participants facilitates
their ability to care for others and provide support in ways that more formal, visible organizations
have been unable to (and in ways that automated systems would be unable to). At the same time
that social media should be flexible and supportive of these actions, they will never seamlessly
adapt to the lives and needs of these participants, nor any other group of people. Instead of trying
to “smooth out” or “design away” the work and effort required by people, what would it look like
for sociotechnical systems to acknowledge, embrace, and create space for these types of efforts?
As a starting point, social media platforms require more scrutiny, especially when considering
that, in conducting IC across various platforms, participants are using social media platforms as
critical infrastructures, as argued by crisis informatics scholars [10, 13, 64, 69], which involve uses of
social media often not intended or imagined by designers and companies. In the case of participants,
conducting IC via social media platforms reveals the tensions between the imagined uses of social
media platforms by designers and the ways participants appropriate these platforms for essential
purposes. For example, Valentina was cautious regarding the type and amount of information she
posted on social media sites, particularly Facebook, because she was worried that her family might
become targets for robbery or kidnapping. While the visibility and connection fostered by Facebook
may be intended to bring families together, in the case of participants, it placed them at greater risk
when caring for others at a distance. Social media systems require a deeper level of scrutiny from
designers, researchers, policymakers, and society, more broadly, particularly when considering the
risks that emerge when social media platforms act as critical infrastructure during ongoing crisis.
6.3

Infrastructural Care as Action During Breakdowns

IC illuminates human action throughout ongoing breakdowns, making clearer the ways that people
must cope with (in)visibility and distance. Nguyen’s conception of infrastructural action stresses
how infrastructures are only possible in action and only exist as action” [56]:642). This perspective
contrasts with notions of infrastructures and technology that fade seamlessly into the background.
The assumption of invisible infrastructures is itself an assumption that facilitates “the feeling
that things work and will go on working without the need for thought or action” ([24] quoted in
[56]:641). This perspective, as Nguyen argues, reflects a vision of infrastructural modernity, which,
“rests on the technological aesthetic of continuous connection, the erasure of social complexity, and
the automation of human form” ([56]:641). Instead, participants must regularly contend with gaps
and seamfulness [80], which make such infrastructures readily visible to them.
The prolonged nature of the crisis revealed the shifting nature of IC actions. For example,
several participants began their IC efforts with goals of support via activism by speaking out and
raising the visibility of the crisis. However, for most, these actions became unsustainable due to
emotional, relational, and/or security reasons. Critically, it was the human cost of this type of
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activism to participants that made it unsustainable for them, and encouraged them to shift to
different types acts of care. The unsustainability of activism in conditions of prolonged crisis has
potential implications for the possibility of political change during crisis more broadly. This requires
a shift in our approach to technologies and sociotechnical systems that incorporates a broadened
perspective of engagements with social media by examining the entire sociotechnical system.
This includes an attention to the human infrastructures that support such actions and networks
across social media platforms, technologies, communities, and geographic borders. Historically,
infrastructures and acts of care have each been devalued and hidden [71, 74]. The ‘invisibility’
of infrastructures has been widely critiqued as a consequence of privilege. Star and Ruhleder’s
original formulation of infrastructure [70] acknowledges this, and Star’s subsequent work dealt
with the complexities of providing visibility for marginalized populations [71]. Similarly, Suchman
reminds us of the complex trade-offs involved in making work visible. On one hand, visibility may
provide legitimization, but it may also open people up to increased scrutiny and surveillance [74].
This paper joins with prior work in cautioning that the answer is not necessarily to increase the
visibility of infrastructural action.
For participants, using IC to manage elements of visibility involved contending with a variety of
audiences and consequences. Take Daniela, who was able to increase the number of shoe donations
by broadcasting her post on Facebook. This increased visibility simultaneously created a burden for
her, so much so that she was unable to sustain these actions. Participants also described managing
visibility for the people they were intending to care for, such as not posting certain images that
portrayed their privilege out of concern for those who were suffering and carefully crafting their
online identities to not make their families victims of kidnapping. Managing this visibility required
relational performativity [55] as participants controlled the visibility of their posts and even their
Venezuelan identity to care for their loved ones and themselves. I seek to embrace the complexities
of visibility and invisibility beyond their relationship to privilege. The (in)visibility of IC goes
beyond the dynamics of privilege and should be considered within the complexity of its full context,
while also recognizing the inherent privilege and power that is built into these systems.
6.4

Infrastructural Care and Design

Echoing calls to move beyond the optimistic “implications for design” [19], there is no neat requirement to add to a system specification that emerges from this work. In thinking through
potentials for design, I suggest emphasizing the importance of supporting disconnection as a means
of sustaining long-term connection. I am inspired by the term “designing for dialectics,” a phrase
Nancy Baym posits in terms of relationship management between musicians and audiences [6].
Baym argues, “developers should focus more attention on developing sophisticated approaches
for letting people scope the scales of their interactions and defined and manage boundaries as
they see fit, rather than pushing them always toward more connection, more engagement, and
more openness” ([6]:203). The development of IC as a framework is grounded in participants’ own
relationship to the crisis, their experience of diaspora, and the fact that they are in an in-between
position: participants have personal roots in and continuing connections to the crisis, even as they
are geographically distant from it.
Participants experience the crisis differently than those they seek to care for because they do not
face the same immediate harms. Unlike Nguyen’s participants’ negotiation of distance from the
peripheries of power and privilege [55], participants in my study negotiated their distance from
harm and violence alongside their proximity to power and privilege. According to participants,
their IC actions were only possible because they were at a distance from the crisis. This case is
also different than Jack and Jackson, who found that conducting care at a distance can exacerbate
issues of power imbalances because professional caregivers may be less familiar with the needs
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and experiences of care recipients [35]. Because participants were conducting care on behalf of
family members and friends, they had intimate knowledge of the needs of care recipients. These
participants are able and feel obligated to care in this way because of their position outside of the
center of the crisis as well as their relationship to those they are caring for.
I also recognize that lived experiences are much more nuanced and complicated than implied
binaries of power, privilege, and distance. People feel the need to confront the prolonged crisis
through their involvement but this also exposes them to emotional, physical, and security risks.
Further, participants are still coping with their own trauma, which can present different forms
of dangers. Although participants are able to engage in IC because of their geographic distance
to a crisis, IC also requires engagement with those directly and presently experiencing the crisis.
However, unlike their friends and family in Venezuela, participants have the ability to manage their
level of connection and distance to the crisis. They are able to access material and informational
resources and to create emotional reserves of distance and positivity that, in some cases, allow
them to continue this work.
The negotiations required of participants through IC were stressful, as participants attempted
to disengage from the crisis, certain individuals, and platforms to various degrees. In addition to
managing (in)visibility, participants also used IC to cope with multiple dimensions of distance,
which include geographic and also emotional distance. While studies of crisis response have focused
on how online tools facilitate remote collaboration and support during crisis [13, 81], less attention
has been paid to the obligation that comes from the possibility of connecting across geographic
distance. Social media platforms bridge distance and facilitate a type of closeness, but this closeness
is not always desired. In addition to managing geographic distance, participants also had to manage
emotional distance. Participants spoke about having an obligation to help and needing to manage
their online identities so that they did not appear to be doing “too well,” thereby increasing the
perception that they should be doing more to help others. Alejandro, for example, felt the need
to create distance from the crisis by limiting the people he talks to, as well as altering how he
presents himself online. Beyond material support, participants spoke about how providing constant
emotional support had a negative impact on their well-being. Participants undertook strategies to
put distance between them and specific individuals, content, and, sometimes, the entire crisis, in
order to continue IC work, albeit to different degrees.
This strategy of disengagement to manage stress itself generated stress due to negative relational
consequences. Participants spoke about how they tried to manage or mitigate emotional stress for
people in Venezuela. De la Bellacasa emphasizes that the term “care” holds different, sometimes
conflicted, meanings and resulting practices may not always be in the best interests of others [14].
Individuals act based on their understanding of how the world “should” be and these understandings
are not always aligned. The constant connection encouraged by social media platforms, while
facilitating IC at a distance, also imbued a sense of obligation on the part of participants to act. In
their study of relationship maintenance, Hall and Baym describe how the affordance of the mobile
phone imbues people with a sense of obligation and expectation to stay connected to each other
[31]. Kaziunas et al. note how technical systems designed to ease the burden of care practices may
also increase stress since these technologies facilitate constant connection or monitoring [41].
Similarly, among participants, social media platforms, particularly WhatsApp, facilitated a sense
of obligation, thereby increasing the labor of human action as participants negotiated between the
type and amount of care work they should enact based on their expectations and the expectations
of others. The widespread use of WhatsApp in Venezuela, as well as its perceived safety over other
platforms like Facebook, generated an expectation among family and friends in Venezuela that,
since their loved ones had the ability to be connected to them regularly, they should be. The lens of
IC, while focused on the minutia of human action, draws on infrastructure scholarship to consider
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how these actions occur in relation to a variety of other infrastructures, technologies, cultural
norms, and global flows. The affordance and expectation of constant connection, combined with the
cultural expectation of putting family first as well as the failure of the wider political and economic
infrastructures in which participants are embedded, placed a burden on participants. The ability to
exhibit agency through social media platforms is accompanied by social and societal pressure.
In other words, there is a recursive element to IC: it serves as a means to cope with crisis but
also requires its own form of coping. Recent CSCW work on the lived realities of care work has
emphasized how it is full of tensions [30, 41], which Kaziunas et al. describe as a multiplicity of
care experiences [41]. As Jack and Jackson argue, infrastructures do not exist in binaries such as
visible or invisible and broken or not broken (or critical or not critical) [35]. Instead, they fluctuate
between categories or can exist in all of these states simultaneously, depending on one’s vantage
point [35]. Similarly, when considering the specific ways participants cope with gaps, seams, and
breakdowns in various infrastructures, accounting for the variety of experiences and vantage points
poses the question: for whom is this infrastructure breaking down? And who has to do the extra
work to make up for breakdowns? In this regard, the lens of IC is intended to create space for
the multiplicities of care experiences and the variety of consequences that emerge in relation to
infrastructural action, as well as system design. Deep ethnographic studies of the sociotechnical
assemblages of IC will help us better understand the human cost of infrastructural failures, the
actions required to contend with gaps, and the relational connections that motivate and facilitate
infrastructural work.
7

CONCLUSION

This paper documents how members of the Venezuelan diaspora confront an ongoing crisis in
their country of origin through infrastructural care (IC), defined as infrastructural action as a form
of caring for others at a distance through the ongoing management of resources, relationships,
and infrastructures. IC serves as a form of unidirectional care as participants, who are removed
from the center of a crisis, continually act on behalf of those directly experiencing a crisis. While
IC serves as a means of exhibiting and reclaiming agency, it is also stressful and draining as
people must negotiate between various forms of distance, closeness, visibility, and emotional tolls.
The sociotechnical phenomena of prolonged crisis are not fully visible in either acute crises or
periods of privileged normalcy. For marginalized groups within Western society and around the
world, contending with ongoing breakdowns and crisis is a daily reality. While it is important to
continually question how sociotechnical designs can better facilitate people’s efforts, we cannot
forget that the actions of people and the connections between them will always be required to
work within and across the gaps of multiple sociotechnical systems. Rising global challenges and
inequities demand our field adapt to situations of ongoing crisis more adeptly, recognizing the
people at the center and peripheries of crisis and the ongoing IC work demanded of them.
8

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Thank you to the participants who contributed their time and experiences to this work and for
their ongoing efforts to care for others. Thank you to my colleagues at Microsoft Research’s
Social Media Collective, especially Mary Gray, Nancy Baym, Robyn Caplan, Tarlton Gillespie,
Christopher Persaud, and Penny Trieu. Thank you to my friends and colleagues who provided
feedback, including Karen Boyd, Robin Brewer, Stevie Chancellor, Michael Ann DeVito, Elliott
Hauser, Libby Hemphill, Maggie Jack, Anne Jonas, Christian Sandvig, Sarita Schoenebeck, Sylvia
Simioni, Jacob Thebault-Spieker, and the members of the Infra.Lab at the University of Michigan.
Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 4, No. CSCW3, Article 247. Publication date: December 2020.

Un Grano de Arena: Infrastructural Care, Social Media Platforms, and the Venezuelan
Humanitarian Crisis

247:25

REFERENCES
[1] SI Ahmed, NJ Mim, and SJ Jackson. 2015. Residual Mobilities: Infrastructural Displacement and Post-Colonial Computing
in Bangladesh. CHI 2015 (2015). http://dl.acm.org/citation.cfm?id=2702573
[2] Kari Andén-Papadopoulos. 2013. The Media Work of Syrian Diaspora Activists: Brokering Between the Protest and
Mainstream Media. International Journal of Communication 7 (2013), 2185–2206. http://ijoc.org.
[3] Leslie A Baxter. 1990. Dialectical contradictions in relationship development. Journal of Social and Personal relationships
7, 1 (1990), 69–88.
[4] Leslie A Baxter. 2004. A tale of two voices: Relational dialectics theory. Journal of Family Communication 4, 3-4 (2004),
181–192.
[5] Leslie A Baxter and Barbara M Montgomery. 1996. Relating: Dialogues and dialectics. Guilford Press.
[6] Nancy K Baym. 2018. Playing to the crowd: Musicians, audiences, and the intimate work of connection. NYU Press.
[7] Victoria Bernal. 2005. Eritrea on-line: Diaspora, cyberspace, and the public sphere. American Ethnologist 32, 4 (2005),
660–675.
[8] Geoffrey Bowker. 1994. Information mythology: The world of/as information. Information acumen: The understanding
and use of knowledge in modern business (1994), 231–247.
[9] Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke. 2006. Using Thematic Analysis in Psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology
(2006).
[10] Lauren Britton, Louise Barkhuus, and Bryan Semaan. 2019. "Mothers as Candy Wrappers": Critical infrastructure
supporting the transition into motherhood. Proceedings of the ACM on Human-Computer Interaction 3, GROUP (2019).
https://doi.org/10.1145/3361113
[11] Yohama Caraballo-Arias, Jesús Madrid, and Marcial C Barrios. 2018. Working in Venezuela: How the Crisis has Affected
the Labor Conditions. Annals of global health 84, 3 (2018), 512.
[12] Kathy Charmaz. 2006. Constructing grounded theory: a practical guide through qualitative analysis. Vol. 10. 208 pages.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lisr.2007.11.003
[13] Dharma Dailey and Kate Starbird. 2017. Social Media Seamsters : Stitching Platforms & Audiences into Local Crisis
Infrastructure. Proceedings of the 20th ACM Conference on Computer-Supported Cooperative Work & Social Computing
(2017). https://doi.org/2998181.2998290
[14] Maria Puig de la Bellacasa. 2011. Matters of care in technoscience: Assembling neglected things. Social Studies of
Science 41, 1 (2011), 85–106. https://doi.org/10.1177/0306312710380301
[15] María Puig de la Bellacasa. 2012. ‘Nothing comes without its world ’: Thinking with care. Sociological Review (2012).
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-954X.2012.02070.x
[16] Jerome Denis, Alessandro Mongili, and David Pontille. 2015. Maintenance and repair in Science & Technology Studies.
Tecnoscienza 6, 2 (2015), 205–217.
[17] Jérôme Denis and David Pontille. 2015. Material Ordering and the Care of Things. Science Technology and Human
Values 40, 3 (2015), 338–367. https://doi.org/10.1177/0162243914553129
[18] Dana Diminescu. 2008. The connected migrant: an epistemological manifesto. Social Science Information 47, 4 (2008),
565–579.
[19] Paul Dourish. 2006. Implications for design. SIGCHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems (CHI’06)
(2006), 541–550. https://doi.org/10.1145/1124772.1124855
[20] Colin Dwyer. 2017. In Unofficial Vote, Venezuelans Overwhelmingly Reject Constitutional Rewrite. https://n.pr/
36OAaaj
[21] Michaelanne Dye, David Nemer, Neha Kumar, and Amy S. Bruckman. 2019. If it rains, Ask Grandma to Disconnect
the Nano: Maintenance & Care in Havana’s Streetnet. Computer Supported Cooperative Work and Social Computing
(CSCW) 3 (2019). https://doi.org/10.1145/3359289
[22] Michaelanne Dye, David Nemer, Josiah Mangiameli, Amy S Bruckman, and Neha Kumar. 2018. El Paquete Semanal:
The Week’s Internet in Havana. Proceedings of the ACM Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems (CHI ’18)
(2018). https://doi.org/10.1145/3173574.3174213
[23] Russell Rowe Dynes. 1970. Organized behavior in disaster. Heath Lexington Books.
[24] Paul N Edwards. 2003. Infrastructure and modernity: Force, time, and social organization in the history of sociotechnical
systems. Modernity and technology 1 (2003), 185–226.
[25] NB Nicole B. Ellison, Charles Steinfield, and Cliff Lampe. 2007. The Benefits of Facebook “Friends:” Social Capital and
College Students’ Use of Online Social Network Sites. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication 12, 4 (7 2007),
1143–1168. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2007.00367.x
[26] Hayley I. Evans, Marisol Wong-Villacres, Daniel Castro, Eric Gilbert, Rosa I. Arriaga, Michaelanne Dye, and Amy
Bruckman. 2018. Facebook in Venezuela. In Proceedings of the 2018 CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing
Systems - CHI ’18. ACM Press, New York, New York, USA, 1–12. https://doi.org/10.1145/3173574.3173802

Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 4, No. CSCW3, Article 247. Publication date: December 2020.

247:26

Michaelanne Dye

[27] Anthony Faiola. 2018. An exodus from Venezuela has prompted Latin America’s biggest migration crisis in decades.
t.ly/zL1Y
[28] H. Ghorashi and K. Boersma. 2009. The’Iranian Diaspora’and the New Media: From Political Action to Humanitarian
Help. Development and Change 40, 4 (2009), 667–691.
[29] Stephen Graham and Nigel Thrift. 2007. Out of Order: Understanding Repair and Maintenance. Theory, Culture &
Society 24, 3 (2007), 1–25. https://doi.org/10.1177/0263276407075954
[30] Xinning Gui and Yunan Chen. 2018. Making Healthcare Infrastructure Work: Unpacking the Infrastructuring work of
Individuals. Under Review January (2018). https://doi.org/10.1145/3290605.3300688
[31] Jeffrey A Hall and Nancy K Baym. 2012. Calling and texting (too much): Mobile maintenance expectations,(over)
dependence, entrapment, and friendship satisfaction. New media & society 14, 2 (2012), 316–331.
[32] Stuart Hall. 1990. Cultural Identity and Diaspora. In Identity, J. Rutherford (Ed.). Lawrence & Wishart.
[33] Frank Heuts and Annemarie Mol. 2013. What Is a Good Tomato? A Case of Valuing in Practice. Valuation Studies 1, 2
(2013), 125–146. https://doi.org/10.3384/vs.2001-5992.1312125
[34] YL Huang, K Starbird, and M Orand. 2015. Connected Through Crisis: Emotional Proximity and the Spread of
Misinformation Online. Computer Supported Cooperative Work (CSCW) (2015). http://faculty.washington.edu/kstarbi/
CSCW_Proximity_Huang_Starbird_FINAL.pdf
[35] Margaret Jack and Steven J. Jackson. 2016. Logistics as Care and Control. Proceedings of the 2016 CHI Conference on
Human Factors in Computing Systems - CHI ’16 (2016), 2209–2219. https://doi.org/10.1145/2858036.2858503
[36] Margaret Jack and Steven J Jackson. 2017. Infrastructure as Creative Action: Online Buying, Selling, and Delivery in
Phnom Penh. Proceedings of the SIGCHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems (CHI) (2017).
[37] Steven J. Jackson. 2014. Rethinking Repair. Media Technologies (2014), 221–240. https://doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/
9780262525374.003.0011
[38] Steven J. Jackson and Laewoo Kang. 2014. Breakdown, Obsolescence and Reuse: HCI and the Art of Repair. CHI ’14
(2014), 449–458. https://doi.org/10.1145/2556288.2557332
[39] Steven J Jackson, Alex Pompe, and Gabriel Krieshok. 2012. Repair Worlds: Maintenance, Repair, and ICT for Development in Rural Namibia. Proceedings of the ACM 2012 Conference on Computer Supported Cooperative Work (2012),
107–116. https://doi.org/10.1145/2145204.2145224
[40] Yumi Jung, Rebecca Gray, Cliff Lampe, and Nicole Ellison. 2013. Favors from facebook friends: unpacking dimensions
of social capital. Proceedings of the SIGCHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems - CHI ’13 (2013), 11.
https://doi.org/10.1145/2470654.2470657
[41] Elizabeth Kaziunas, Mark S. Ackerman, Silvia Lindtner, and Joyce M. Lee. 2017. Caring through Data: Attending to the
Social and Emotional Experiences of Health Datafication. CSCW (2017), 2260–2272.
[42] Anatoly Kurmaneav. 2019. Venezuela’s collapse is the worst outside of war in decades, economists say. https:
//www.nytimes.com/2019/05/17/world/americas/venezuela-economy.html?smid=tw-share
[43] Brian Larkin. 2013. The Politics and Poetics of Infrastructure. Annual Review of Anthropology 42, 1 (2013), 327–343.
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-anthro-092412-155522
[44] Bruno Latour. 2005. Reassembling the social: An introduction to actor-network-theory. Oxford University Press.
[45] Christopher A Le Dantec and Carl DiSalvo. 2013. Infrastructuring and the formation of publics in participatory design.
Social Studies of Science 43, 2 (4 2013), 241–264. https://doi.org/10.1177/0306312712471581
[46] Charlotte P Lee, Paul Dourish, and Gloria Mark. 2006. The Human Infrastructure of Cyberinfrastructure. Proceedings of
the SIGCHI Conference on Computer Supported Cooperative Work and Social Computing (CSCW) 12, 2-3 (2006), 483–492.
https://doi.org/10.1145/1180875.1180950
[47] Charlotte P Lee and Kjeld Schmidt. [n. d.]. A Bridge Too Far?: Critical Remarks on the Concept of “Infrastructure” in
Computer-Supported Cooperative Work and Information Systems.
[48] Jessa Lingel, Mor Naaman, and Danah Boyd. 2014. City, self, network: Transnational migrants and online identity
work. Proceedings of the ACM Conference on Computer Supported Cooperative Work, CSCW (2014), 1502–1510. https:
//doi.org/10.1145/2531602.25311693
[49] Mirca Madianou and Daniel Miller. 2011. Mobile phone parenting: Reconfiguring relationships between filipina
migrant mothers and their left-behind children. New Media and Society 13, 3 (2011), 457–470. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1461444810393903
[50] Michael Massimi, Jill P. Dimond, and Christopher A. Le Dantec. 2012. Finding a new normal: The role of technology in
life disruptions. Proceedings of the ACM Conference on Computer Supported Cooperative Work, CSCW (2012), 719–728.
https://doi.org/10.1145/2145204.2145314
[51] Annemarie Mol, Ingunn Moser, and Jeannette Pols. 2010. Care: putting practice into theory. In Care in Practice: On
Tinkering in Clinics, Home and Farms, Annemarie Mol, Ingunn Moser, and Jeannette Pols (Eds.).
[52] Andrés Monroy-Hernández, Danah Boyd, Emre Kiciman, Munmun De Choudhury, and Scott Counts. 2013. The new war
correspondents: The rise of civic media curation in urban warfare. Proceedings of the SIGCHI Conference on Computer
Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 4, No. CSCW3, Article 247. Publication date: December 2020.

Un Grano de Arena: Infrastructural Care, Social Media Platforms, and the Venezuelan
Humanitarian Crisis

247:27

Supported Collaborative Work and Social Computing (CSCW ’13) (2013). http://dl.acm.org/citation.cfm?id=2441938
[53] JC Nagel. 2014. Venezuela: A Crisis Three Years in the Making. Caribbean Journal of International Relations and . . .
(2014). http://libraries.sta.uwi.edu/journals/ojs/index.php/iir/article/view/454
[54] Bryce Clayton Newell, Ricardo Gomez, and Verónica E. Guajardo. 2016. Information seeking, technology use, and
vulnerability among migrants at the United States–Mexico border. The Information Society 32, 3 (2016), 176–191.
https://doi.org/10.1080/01972243.2016.1153013
[55] Lilly U. Nguyen. 2015. Infrastructural action in Vietnam: Inverting the techno-politics of hacking in the global South.
New Media and Society 18, 4 (2015), 637–652. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444816629475
[56] Lilly U Nguyen. 2016. Infrastructural action in Vietnam: Inverting the techno-politics of hacking in the global South.
New Media & Society 19 (2016).
[57] Jean Christophe Plantin, Carl Lagoze, Paul N. Edwards, and Christian Sandvig. 2018. Infrastructure studies meet
platform studies in the age of Google and Facebook. New Media and Society 20, 1 (2018), 293–310. https://doi.org/10.
1177/1461444816661553
[58] Kenneth Rapoza. 2018. The Biggest Migrant Crisis in the Americas is Taking Place in Venezuela.
[59] Daniela K. Rosner and Morgan Ames. 2014. Designing for repair? Infrastructures and materialities of breakdown.
Proceedings of the 17th ACM conference on Computer supported cooperative work & social computing - CSCW ’14 (2014),
319–331. https://doi.org/10.1145/2531602.2531692
[60] Virpi Salojarvi. 2017. The Media Use of Diaspora in Conflict Situation: A Case Study of Venezuelans in Finland. Media,
Diaspora and Conflict (2017), 1–240. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-56642-9
[61] Nithya Sambasivan and Thomas Smyth. 2010. The human infrastructure of ICTD. Proceedings of the SIGCHI Conference
on Information Communication Technology and Development (ICTD) (2010), 1–9.
[62] Nina Glick Schiller, Linda Basch, and Cristina Szanton Blanc. 1995. From immigrant to transmigrant: Theorizing
transnational migration. Anthropological quarterly (1995), 48–63.
[63] Bryan Semaan. 2019. ‘Routine infrastructuring’ as ‘building everyday resilience with technology’ when disruption
becomes ordinary. Proceedings of the ACM on Human-Computer Interaction 3, CSCW (2019). https://doi.org/10.1145/
3359175
[64] Bryan Semaan and Jeff Hemsley. 2015. Maintaining and Creating Social Infrastructures: Towards a Theory of Resilience.
12th International Conference on Information Systems for Crisis Response and Management (ISCRAM) (2015), 321–328.
[65] Bryan Semaan and Gloria Mark. 2012. ’Facebooking’ towards crisis recovery and beyond: Disruption as an opportunity.
Proceedings of the ACM Conference on Computer Supported Cooperative Work CSCW (2012), 27–36. https://doi.org/10.
1145/2145204.2145214
[66] Vivian Sequera. 2018. Venezuelans report big weight losses in 2017 as hunger hits. https://reut.rs/2BFU3mu
[67] Mary Beth Sheridan and Mariana Zuniga. 2019.
Venezuela has its electricity back, for
now, but its still on the verge of collapse.
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/
the{_}americas/venezuela-has-its-electricity-back-for-now-but-its-still-on-the-verge-of-collapse/2019/03/20/
1cb0060e-4986-11e9-8cfc-2c5d0999c21e{_}story.html
[68] Robert Soden and Leysia Palen. 2016. Infrastructure in the wild: What mapping in post-earthquake Nepal reveals
about infrastructural emergence. Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems (2016), 2796–2807.
[69] Robert Soden and Leysia Palen. 2018. Informating crisis: Expanding critical perspectives in crisis informatics. Proceedings
of the ACM on Human-Computer Interaction 2, CSCW (2018), 162.
[70] S. Star and K. Ruhleder. 1996. Steps Toward Design an Ecology and Access of Infrastructure : for Large Spaces
Information. Information Systems Research 7, 1 (1996), 111–134. https://doi.org/10.1287/isre.7.1.111
[71] SL Star and A Strauss. 1999. Layers of silence, arenas of voice: The ecology of visible and invisible work. Computer
supported cooperative work (CSCW) (1999). http://www.springerlink.com/index/P4H2R775R3L7J783.pdf
[72] Susan Leigh Star. 1999. The Ethnography of Infrastructure. American Behavioral Scientist 43, 3 (1999), 377–391.
https://doi.org/0803973233
[73] Susan Leigh Star and Geoffrey C Bowker. 2006. How to infrastructure. Handbook of new media: Social shaping and
social consequences of ICTs (2006), 230–245.
[74] Lucy Suchman. 1995. Making work visible. Commun. ACM 38, 9 (1995), 56–64.
[75] Lucy Suchman and Libby Bishop. 2000. Problematizing’innovation’as a critical project. Technology Analysis & Strategic
Management 12, 3 (2000), 327–333.
[76] Reem Talhouk, Syed Ishtiaque Ahmed, Volker Wulf, Clara Crivellaro, Vasilis Vlachokyriakos, and Patrick Olivier. 2016.
Refugees and HCI SIG: The role of HCI in responding to the refugee crisis. In Proceedings of the 2016 CHI Conference
Extended Abstracts on Human Factors in Computing Systems. 1073–1076.
[77] Shelley E Taylor. 2011. Social support: A review. (2011).
[78] Austin L. Toombs, Shaowen Bardzell, and Jeffrey Bardzell. 2015. The Proper Care and Feeding of Hackerspaces: Care
Ethics and Cultures of Making. Proceedings of the 2015 CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems - CHI
Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 4, No. CSCW3, Article 247. Publication date: December 2020.

247:28

Michaelanne Dye

’15 (2015), 629–638.
[79] Joan C Tronto. 1993. Moral boundaries: A political argument for an ethic of care. Psychology Press.
[80] J. Vertesi. 2014. Seamful Spaces: Heterogeneous Infrastructures in Interaction. Science, Technology & Human Values 39,
2 (2014), 264–284. https://doi.org/10.1177/0162243913516012
[81] Marisol Wong-villacres, Cristina M Velasquez, and Neha Kumar. 2017. Social Media for Earthquake Response: Unpacking
its Limitations with Care. CSCW ’17 1, 2 (2017), 1–22.
[82] Susan P. Wyche and Rebecca E. Grinter. 2012. This is How We Do it in My Country: A Study of Computer-Mediated
Family Communication Among Kenyan Migrants in the United States. CSCW ’12 (2012), 87. https://doi.org/10.1145/
2145204.2145222

Received June 2020; Accepted July 2020

Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 4, No. CSCW3, Article 247. Publication date: December 2020.

