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ABSTRACT

Ethnic community-based organizations (CBOs) play an essential
role in supporting the wellbeing of immigrants and refugees. CBO
workers often act as linguistic and cultural translators between
communities, government, and health and social service systems.
However, resource constraints, technological barriers, and pressures
to be data-driven require workers to perform additional forms of
translation to ensure their organizations’ survival. Drawing on
16 interviews with members of 7 Asian American and Pacific Is-
lander CBOs, we examine opportunities and barriers concerning
their technology-mediated work practices. We identify two cir-
cumstances where CBO workers perform translation: (1) as legiti-
macy work to build trust with funders and communities, and (2)
as (re)mediation in attending to technological barriers and resist-
ing hegemonic systems that treat their communities as “other” By
unpacking the politics of translation work across these sites, we
position CBO workers as a critical source for HCI research and
practice as it seeks to support community wellbeing.

CCS CONCEPTS

« Human-centered computing — Empirical studies in HCI;
Empirical studies in collaborative and social computing; .
Social and professional topics — Race and ethnicity.
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1 INTRODUCTION

With the initial public distribution of COVID-19 vaccinations in
early 2021, local organizations across the United States were called
on to fill the gap in the country’s healthcare infrastructure by ad-
ministering doses to the communities they served. Hoang, a health
program coordinator at an Asian American Pacific Islander (AAPI)
community-based organization, reflected on her team’s response
to the inaccessibility of the county’s COVID-19 vaccination app.
Meant to be an end-to-end digital solution to streamline vaccination
administration, the app created multiple barriers from the onset.
“There’s no language options. Initially, it was just in English,” Hoang
explained. In her role as a coordinator, Hoang served as an intercul-
tural and interlingual translator, walking clients through booking
appointments. When the app went down during their first vacci-
nation clinic, her team stepped in to mediate the situation. “The
county people came over, they set it up and [were] like, let’s roll.
And then the internet went down. [The] system just collapsed..We
ended up doing everything in paper, and then we have to import
that back into the system.”

This vignette illustrates the critical role that ethnic community-
based organizations (CBOs) play in addressing disparities left unat-
tended by technologies and public institutions through translation
- not only in a linguistic and cultural sense but also through data.
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CBOs act as service providers, advocates, and community builders
for immigrants and refugees, as they are typically embedded within
— and staffed by members of — the same communities they serve
[47, 104]. The close geographic and social proximity to their com-
munities allows CBOs to provide culturally responsive programs
that adapt to individuals’ social, cultural, and linguistic needs while
developing a sense of familiarity, trust, and solidarity among their
members [10, 47, 104, 107]. For CBOs, this often involves translat-
ing information from public institutions (e.g., government, health,
and social service systems) for their communities [104].

Despite their importance in supporting the wellbeing of immi-
grants and refugees, ethnic CBOs often face significant challenges
related to resource constraints and technological barriers. Prior HCI
scholarship has reported on CBOs’ reliance on an assemblage of
“homebrewed” systems consisting of free and low-cost technologies
[102]. The data they collect is often imperfect and incomplete [3, 32],
and increasing pressures to be data-driven can lead to tensions be-
tween meeting the needs of funders and of communities [13, 23, 73].
However, there has also been growing interest in how information
and communication technologies (ICTs) can support these orga-
nizations in service provision, social inclusion, and advocacy for
their communities [7, 38, 39, 59, 79]. Despite this growing body of
research, there is a need for a more holistic perspective on the inter-
relationships and interdependencies within technology-mediated
philanthropic work [101].

Our approach focuses on translation work. Here, we adopt Michael
Muller’s [68] definition of translation work as that which “trans-
forms and transports knowledge from one culture to another cul-
ture” In the field of translation studies, translation is recognized as a
non-innocent act that reflects power relations between cultures [9].
Past work in HCI has examined the translation work of technology
professionals as they negotiate the needs of different stakeholders
[68, 72, 86] and how minimizing users’ perspectives for the benefit
of software engineers and HCI workers can be an act of violence
[68]. Several scholars also highlight the need for translation as a
means to co-construct knowledge and mediate between differing
worlds [17, 42, 61, 86].

In this paper, we examine the role of CBO workers as inter-
mediaries between public institutions, funders, and communities
through their technology-mediated translation work. Drawing on
interviews with 16 members of 7 AAPI CBOs in the Los Angeles
metropolitan area, our study addresses three key questions:

1) How do CBOs mediate translation work through data and
technology infrastructures?

2) What forms of translation work do CBO workers take on to
legitimate their practices?

3) How does this technology-mediated translation work impact
CBO workers’ efforts to improve the wellbeing of immigrants
and refugees?

By unpacking the politics of translation work across two sites
— as legitimacy work and as (re)mediation — we interrogate how
CBOs negotiate power relations and barriers with institutions and
technologies. As “interstitial sites of social formation in which the
national intersects with the international” [61], the data infrastruc-
tures and translation practices of CBOs serve as a locus to critically
examine how boundaries are reinforced, challenged, and reshaped,
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and how these practices reflect historical and sociopolitical phenom-
enon tied to broader migrant and diasporic conditions. We position
CBO workers as creative agents who use translation to reshape
and defy imposed boundaries, create new forms of knowledge, and
resist hegemonic systems that treat them and their communities as
“other” In doing so, we argue that the various forms of translation
CBO workers take on can inform HCI research and practice in
supporting the wellbeing of communities.

2 BACKGROUND

Before discussing our findings in detail, we briefly describe the
social and political contexts surrounding our research site: 7 AAPI
CBOs in the Los Angeles metropolitan area. We first offer an overview
of AAPI as a panethnic category and later a brief history of AAPI
community-based organizations and how they establish legitimacy
with different stakeholders.

2.1 AAPI as a Pan-Ethnic Identity

Panethnicity is the aggregation of ethnic groups. Ethnic studies
scholar Yen Le Espiritu describes this aggregation as forced catego-
rization, where an “imposed category ignores subgroup boundaries,
lumping together diverse peoples in a single, expanded ‘ethnic’
framework” [33]. As a panethnic category, Asian American Pa-
cific Islander collapses together more than 25 million people and
50 ethnic groups speaking over 100 different languages [70]. The
treatment of AAPIs as a monolithic group in institutional and ad-
vocacy spaces has contributed to the exclusion of different com-
munities. For example, the dominant visibility of East Asians can
overshadow other groups, including Southeast and South Asians
[111]. Additionally, political advocacy that leverages the AAPI label
for state-based recognition can elide the needs of Native Hawai-
ians and Pacific Islanders [41, 52]. Furthermore, the promotion of
the model minority myth, which posits that AAPIs are financially
and academically more successful than other racial groups, erases
significant health, educational, and socio-economic disparities [20].
Even though AAPIs have the highest median household income
among all racial groups, they also face the largest wealth gap, with
Asian Indians earning a median household income of $100,000 and
Burmese people earning $36,000 [54]. These issues have prompted
advocacy for data disaggregation and even for the dissolution of
“Asian American” and “AAPI” as identity labels [50, 111].

State-enforced ethnic and panethnic datafication, such as through
the Census, has been part of the long history of Asian racialization
in the United States. Shifting and codifying panethnicity has enabled
the state to delineate “foreign otherness” by creating racialized cat-
egories of “legal” and “illegal” and “citizen” and “non-citizen” [61].
Over a century of exclusionary immigration laws, labor exploita-
tion, incarceration, war, and military occupation wrought shifting
legal definitions of “Asian American” and “AAPI” [61]. While AAPIs
are often described as the fastest growing demographic segment in
the U.S. [15], this history of discrimination has limited their political
power [33, 61].

Building political power has thus meant navigating a system
in which “numbers count” [33]. Panethnic identities can help to
create a unified front to fight against racial oppression and exploita-
tion. Advocacy organizations and communities strategically use
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the AAPI label to build coalitions with different subgroups even as
they challenge the same boundaries and power structures that such
labels impose [33, 82]. For example, Dosono and Semaan [30, 31]
have explored how AAPI Reddit communities negotiate and rede-
fine their collective identities to mobilize and resist against white
hegemony. “Asian American” and “AAPI” are not static identities.
Rather, they represent “a fusion and fission” of complex political and
social relations, whose boundaries and connections are constantly
manipulated and negotiated by internal and external forces [33].
Our research focuses on the complex identity work that AAPI CBOs
perform through their technology-mediated translation practices.

2.2 AAPI Community-Based Organizations

The Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965, the end of the Viet-
nam War, and the subsequent passing of the Refugee Act in 1980
brought an influx of both "highly-skilled" immigrants from China,
Korea, Japan, India, and the Philippines alongside Southeast Asian
refugees from Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos [108]. Many of these
ethnic communities became highly concentrated and urbanized
on the West Coast, with nearly a third living in California alone,
primarily settling in the metropolitan areas of Los Angeles and San
Francisco [16, 108]. This post-1965 influx fundamentally shifted
AAPI demographics, leading to disparities in health, educational
attainment, and socioeconomic status among subgroups. Southeast
Asian refugees, in particular, continue to face significant health
disparities due to their experiences of war, genocide, displacement,
and resettlement [78, 90].

In response to their communities’ diverse and rapidly growing
needs, the number of AAPI CBOs grew in San Francisco, Los Ange-
les, and New York [33, 48]. Although AAPI CBOs existed prior to
the 1960s, pressures from the civil rights movement prompted the
US government to provide increased funding for minority-based
social welfare programs [33]. As a result, many CBOs transitioned
from being self-funded to relying on government funding, fun-
damentally changing long-established power and organizational
structures within communities. Under this new funding model,
professionally-trained and acculturated social workers, rather than
grassroots activists and established community leaders, became the
primary brokers in administering welfare services [33]. Neoliberal
policies introduced in the 1970s and 80s led to increased priva-
tization and decreased social welfare spending, which furthered
the “professionalization” of CBOs, introduced performance-based
contracting measures, and forced organizations to compete with
one another for funding [33, 64].

Since funders tend to prefer pan-Asian initiatives over single
ethnic ones, many CBOs formed pan-Asian coalitions or became
pan-Asian organizations themselves as a tactic to increase funding
[33]. However, consolidating different needs and goals can also lead
to conflict among organizations, where larger, more established,
and better funded agencies are favored over smaller ones [33]. As a
result, a CBO’s survival hinges on its ability to broker competing
needs and establish legitimacy across its various networks involving
communities, partner organizations, and funders [99, 105]. Here,
we define legitimacy as “a generalized perception or assumption
that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper or appropriate
within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs

CHI 23, April 23-28, 2023, Hamburg, Germany

and definitions” [87]. Our work considers contemporary efforts of
CBO workers to establish forms of legitimacy with and through
data.

3 RELATED WORK

In the following section, we draw on literature from multiple dis-
ciplines such as HCI, feminist science studies, translation studies,
postcolonial studies, and ethnic studies to thread the connections
between translation, migration, and the sociotechnical infrastruc-
tures of CBOs.

3.1 Sociotechnical Systems for Nonprofits and
CBOs

HCI scholarship on nonprofits and CBOs has examined a wide
array of phenomena such as volunteer coordination [96, 103], inter-
nal process management, [8], and fundraising [12, 40, 55]. Several
works explore the technological infrastructures of these organiza-
tions as a result of resource constraints, such as limited funding
[13, 103], expertise, and staff time [67, 103]. Voida et al. [102], for
example, introduce the notion of “homebrewed” databases, or brico-
lage and bespoke information arrangements crafted in response
to an organization’s lack of resources. Others have explored how
nonprofits and CBOs use data and technologies to support their
legitimacy work with different stakeholders, such as communities,
policymakers, and funders [32, 73, 89]. For instance, Tanaka and
Voida [89] outline how much of the legitimacy work fundraisers
do, such as donor interactions on social media, remains invisible in
the design of crowdfunding platforms.

However, scholars highlight the tensions in making legitimacy
work visible through sociotechnical systems, cautioning that datafi-
cation can lead to increased surveillance [13, 23, 73]. Crooks and
Currie [23] argue that datafication ultimately creates a double bind.
On the one hand, data can be used to build legitimacy and mobilize
communities to action. On the other hand, it can perpetuate sys-
temic violence and surveillance of minoritized communities. Bopp
et al. [13] uncover instances of “data disempowerment” when non-
profits face data-driven pressures from funders and homebrewed
arrangements that move them further from their mission. Since
data requirements are usually set by funders and funding is depen-
dent on data, organizations eventually lose control over their data
practices.

HCI research has also investigated how CBOs use ICTs and data
to support alternative and agonistic ways of working [3, 6, 7, 23, 38,
39, 65, 73, 106]. Asad and Le Dantec frame the ICT usage in eviction
and foreclosure blockades as a form of “illegitimate” civic partici-
pation because it challenges institutional authority [7]. Alvarado
Garcia et al. [3] examine activists in Latin America who make pub-
lic data on human-rights violations “actionable” towards social
change by informing citizens, requesting direct actions, and build-
ing capacities. However, these groups are hampered by conflicting
or incomplete data and must implement strategic workarounds,
usually by building alliances to address the data gaps. Others, like
Whitney et al. [106], suggest HCI researchers should find other
ways to align with CBOs beyond the design of technological tools,
such as technical documentation analysis or speculative/critical
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making. Ghoshal’s [38, 39] work calls acute attention to this, argu-
ing that the ICTs utilized by CBOs often embody values that are in
opposition to the values of social movements, which tend to priori-
tize inclusion and participation. For example, ICTs designed with
interfaces that are only accessible to those with technical expertise
can exclude other members of the organization. In response, CBOs
engage in additional labor to build technical capacities to mitigate
exclusions [39].

We build upon these works by focusing on the technology-
mediated practices of ethnic CBOs in the U.S. Although there has
been some research into ethnic CBOs, such as Seguin et al. [79] who
explore the design of digital systems for an Australia-based Filipino
migrant organization, and Li et al. [59] who analyze CBOs’ usage
of Twitter to empower communities, our work specifically focuses
on the work practices of CBOs. We examine how these practices
become a socially-constructed space of tension that reflects wider
historical and sociopolitical contexts tied to migrant and diasporic
conditions.

3.2 The Politics of Translation

Translation is a non-innocent act that reflects power relations be-
tween cultures [9]. As such, scholars have emphasized the socio-
cultural aspects of translation to understand how knowledge is
transported and transformed from one culture to another. For ex-
ample, Lawrence Venuti [97] calls for interrogating the visibility and
agency of the translator, recognizing that translation is a creative
and, at times, subversive practice that involves active mediation
and negotiation between cultures.

Scholars have surfaced how translation can be an instrument
of colonial domination that promotes violence, erasure, and no-
tions of the “other” when the colonized are subjected to Western
understandings of reality, knowledge, and representation [71, 83].
The unidirectional translation from the language and culture of
the colonized into those of the colonizer serves as a tool of con-
trol and containment. In other words, language can be symbolic
of other forms of material violence, such as the case of dictation
lessons as a site of colonial authority [18]. This reduces differences
between those deemed the “other” and erases their humanity, ul-
timately creating “hegemonic versions of the colonized” [71] and
“representations,” or objects, without history [75].

However, translation can also involve more complex and “para-
doxical logics of exchange” [100] where new cultural identities
and hybridities are formed. Scholars have argued that immigrants
are situated within an interstitial and hybrid cultural space, where
translation can become a transformative tool to negotiate, resist,
and reshape cultural boundaries as a means of survival and subvert-
ing domination [11, 61]. Asian American studies scholar Lisa Lowe
[61] argues that the hybridity of the Asian American experience
is the product of collective experiences of forced migration, na-
tionalisms, imperialisms, and displacement. To survive, immigrants
must invent different cultural alternatives that are “partly inherited,
partly modified, as well as partly invented,” including the appropri-
ation of dominant practices that may subject them as the “other”
[61]. Thus, translation functions as a site and reflection of hybridity
and multiplicity that exceeds ethnic and national identity. In this
light, translation becomes a sort of border crossing that enables
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alternative ways of knowing and being, and opportunities for build-
ing solidarity across differences [17]. We draw upon these theories
of hybridity and exchange to unpack the politics of CBO translation
work and its connections to wider sociopolitical arrangements that
define migrant and diasporic conditions.

3.3 Translation Work in HCI

Past work in HCI has explored the translation work performed
by HCI researchers and practitioners [68, 86], data scientists [72],
programmers [5], community organizers [73], outreach workers
[29], community health workers [98], and linguistic translators
[45]. For example, Dombrowski et al. [29] highlight how outreach
workers use translation to help clients with technological barriers,
while Verdezoto et al. [98] call attention to how community health
workers use translation to address gaps in data systems due to
missing information.

Muller [68] draws upon translation studies to situate HCI re-
search and practice as a form of translation work involving the
negotiation of unequal power relations between users, software
engineers, and HCI workers. Regarded as experts, HCI workers are
not only tasked with translating users’ complex worldviews into the
fixed requirements of software engineering, but also often called to
represent and speak for users. In both instances, the perspectives of
users are minimized compared to those of software engineers and
HCI workers. In line with a tradition of feminist science studies,
Muller argues that HCI work is far from an objective activity, but
rather a political practice that requires reflexivity in the choices HCI
workers make by asking, “Whose worldview is to be supported?
At what cost?”

Haraway [42] cautions against adopting a doctrine of objectivity
and universality, as it inevitably leads to the erasure of languages
and bodies. Instead, Haraway calls for “the ability partially to trans-
late” across heterogeneous networks as an act of survival. Reflecting
on the heterogeneity and multiple divides situated among and be-
tween technology producers and users, Suchman [86] builds upon
Haraway, calling for designers to develop “partial translations” as
a means to co-construct knowledge and cross boundaries within
and between technology design and use. Passi and Jackson [72]
examine the practices of data scientists to show how translation
can be a form of collaborative storytelling, where data scientists
co-construct narratives with their coworkers to make judgments
about data’s trust and credibility. While people largely remain invis-
ible in data, storytelling can bring them back to the fore. Similarly,
Pei et al. [73] and Erete et al. [32] demonstrate how community
organizers and non-profits translate data into stories to build trust
and establish legitimacy among different stakeholders.

Because of its ability to move between boundaries, translation
serves as a critical entry point for HCI scholars to problematize the
dichotomous distinctions between “designer” and “user” [68, 72, 86],
“expert” and “novice,” [5], and “human” and “machine” [86]. Treat-
ing such categories as rigid and immutable inevitably reinforces
dominant power structures and colonial projects that lead to sub-
jection, erasure, and fragmentation [14, 85]. Instead, HCI scholars
call for the formation of alternative practices through participatory
design [68, 69] or worker-oriented design [36, 86] that embrace
the enmeshing of heterogeneous worlds toward mutual learning



Translation as (Re)mediation: How Ethnic Community-Based Organizations Negotiate Legitimacy

and understanding. Building on this research, we focus on ethnic
community-based organizations and how they use translation not
only as a tool to address barriers, build trust, and mediate between
boundaries but also as an act of resistance to the status quo.

4 METHODOLOGY

4.1 Research Context

Our study involves 7 AAPI CBOs located in the Los Angeles met-
ropolitan area. The CBOs serve one or more ethnic communities
(e.g., Chinese, Cambodian, Korean, Vietnamese), with one organi-
zation identifying as an AAPI panethnic organization. Due to the
rich ethnic and racial diversity of their localities, the CBOs also
support members of ethnic groups outside of the AAPI umbrella,
including the Hispanic/Latino community. While the CBOs are all
classified as 501(c)3 “charitable organizations” and are involved
in varying levels of service provision and advocacy, 5 organiza-
tions primarily operate as direct service agencies, while 2 operate
as advocacy organizations. Direct service providers offer a wide
range of services related to education, health and mental health
access, immigration, citizenship, job training, affordable housing,
and transportation access to low-income communities. Advocacy
organizations, on the other hand, tend to focus on campaigning
around specific issue-based concerns, such as LGBTQ+ or youth
empowerment.

At the time of our study, 6 of the 7 CBOs were part of a larger
coalition that formed in response to the COVID-19 pandemic to
provide culturally responsive education, outreach, and services for
the local AAPI community. In an effort to take a “data-driven ap-
proach” to health equity, the county contracted with two of the
CBOs to lead the coalition in reporting and subcontracting funds
out to partner organizations. Separately, the seventh organization
was in a coalition with other local organizations and used digital
organizing to mobilize its constituents around building a participa-
tory budget that would support youth development at the local city
level. In both scenarios, the COVID-19 pandemic forced CBOs to
quickly shift from in-person to virtual-based services and ways of
operating, which created considerable challenges due to a lack of
technology access and issues with digital literacy, communication,
and social connectedness. This created additional translation work
for CBO workers to attend to, including training, maintenance, and
troubleshooting of new technologies.

4.2 Data Collection and Analysis

To understand the impact of data and technologies on how ethnic
CBOs connect across their various networks, we conducted semi-
structured interviews with 16 members of the aforementioned 7
AAPI CBOs. The first author, Sum, was introduced to the CBOs
through connections at her previous academic institution and as
a member of a local AAPI coalition. She volunteered at two orga-
nizations: the first in October 2020 as a phone banker to support
voter outreach and the second from January 2021 to October 2021
to support their English as a Second Language (ESL) and well-
ness programs. Interviewees were invited through convenience
and snowball sampling facilitated by these connections. Intervie-
wees occupied various roles, including three administrators who
oversaw programs and staff, 12 workers, and one board member.
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Workers included non-managerial staff such as health navigators,
case managers, program coordinators, and organizers. All partic-
ipants identified as either Asian (N=15) or Hispanic/Latino and
White (N=1), thereby sharing similar ethnic and racial backgrounds
with the communities they served. Both interviewees and their
organizations are referred to by pseudonyms.

Sum conducted the IRB-approved interviews over video confer-
encing software from September 2021 to March 2022. The interview
questions centered around understanding how CBOs used data and
technologies in their work, both within their organizations and
across various networks involving community members, partner
CBOs, and public institutions. We were interested in the opportu-
nities these digital tools offered, the barriers they created, and the
tactics CBOs used to negotiate them. Interviews lasted between
60-90 minutes and, with the interviewee’s permission, were audio-
recorded, automatically transcribed, and then edited to accurately
reflect the conversation.

We analyzed our data using an inductive and iterative approach
guided by contextualized grounded theory [19]. Through multiple
rounds of coding and memoing that were reviewed weekly, we sur-
faced initial themes that were connected to CBO work, including
building partnerships, (in)accessible technologies, limited-funded
infrastructures, supporting community needs, supporting funders’
needs, and doing translation work. Through subsequent refine-
ments of our data interpretations, we elevated and focused on the
concept of translation work, as it cut across all initial themes. For
our analysis, we defined translation work as any type of work
involving an intermediary (human or technological system) that
transforms and transports data, information, or knowledge from
one language or culture to another. In the sections that follow, we
consider the key role CBO workers play as translators, not only in
the linguistic and cultural sense but also in their work with and
through data.

5 FINDINGS

In what follows, we outline three circumstances where CBOs per-
formed translation work and how it either supported or hindered
their mission of improving the wellbeing of immigrant communi-
ties. This work includes translating community-based work into
numbers to access institutional resources, serving as translators
between technology and communities, and translating data into sto-
ries for political advocacy. These circumstances reflect the tenuous
relationships that CBOs have with funders, technologies, and poli-
cymakers, as well as showcase the strategic and creative ways that
CBOs use translation to reflexively navigate these relationships.

5.1 “No data, no money”: The Cost of
Translating Community-Based Work into
Numbers

Across our interviews, CBO workers highlighted how data served as
an evaluation tool that legitimized their work to funders to receive
resources. Ya Mei, an administrator, stressed the significance of her
community filling out the U.S. Census. “No data, no people. No data,
no money [...] The best way to advocate is...to be counted,” she
concluded. However, this sentiment shifted as workers spoke about
how rigid data practices and measurements of success imposed by
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funders negatively impacted their work. Although requirements
for data varied across programs, funders preferred quantitative
data, leading CBO workers to translate their activities (e.g., case
management, benefits enrollment, care coordination, education, re-
ferrals) into numbers accordingly to meet deliverable requirements.
The quantification of CBOs’ efforts to receive institutional support
oversimplified the complexity of their work and compromised their
relationships with their communities.

5.1.1  Prioritizing one-time interactions instead of continuous com-
munity engagement. Multiple workers described how the push to be
numbers-driven and the subsequent translation of their work into
what program coordinator Ari described as “measurable units of
accountability” shifted their work toward meeting funding deliver-
ables and away from community building. Kay, a health navigator,
put it bluntly: “The most important thing is our program goal. The
second is our people, like our coworker and supervisor [...] And
then the third one is the client” This shift to prioritizing programs
over people was especially apparent when workers were required
to meet funder-defined outreach numbers involving “unduplicated”
clients, meaning the same person could not be counted multiple
times under a single program. For example, even if a person at-
tended an ESL class multiple times a month, they could only be
counted once. This requirement proved challenging for CBOs with
limited capacity and compromised their ability to build trust and
relationships with communities because it meant prioritizing new
clients over existing ones. Ari reflected that funders’ rigidly defined
benchmarks and constrained definitions of who should be counted
in their programs negatively impacted their reporting numbers.
When client engagement was inconsistent, such as someone at-
tending infrequently one month and more frequently the next, this
made “counting” difficult.

Additionally, data-driven deliverables also played a role in deter-
mining the types of interventions CBOs developed with commu-
nities. Hoang described an instance where she felt disincentivized
from doing in-person canvassing to address COVID-19 vaccine
hesitancy due to canvassing’s low potential for meeting outreach
numbers. Although canvassing may only reach ten people, Hoang
believed this method was more impactful than targeting 1,000 peo-
ple over social media because it led to more personal conversa-
tions with community members. However, under the objective of
fulfilling high unduplicated outreach numbers, the organization
prioritized social media outreach. Others, like Dom, an Outreach
and Interventions Specialist, stated that while social media could be
an effective tool for targeted interventions to specific members of
their community who were active on the platform, it was not recog-
nized as a legitimate method by certain funders. In both instances,
workers were disempowered from choosing the interventions they
believed would be most effective for their communities.

Pressures to be numerically data-driven also created tensions
between managers and workers. Hoang described how some man-
agers who were “not very grounded in community work” focused
on attending to the needs of funders. While she understood that
the implications of not fulfilling the deliverables meant the risk of
losing funding, she lamented that there was little investment in the
quality of their interventions. Other workers were constantly ques-
tioned by their supervisors and other departments: “Why is it that
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you guys are having such a hard time getting so many?” and “Do
you think we’re going to meet our numbers this year?” As an ad-
ministrator, Ya Mei also felt pressure from funders. “They come up
with their own parameters and their own deliverable requirements,
and they expect us to run in the red,” she said, alluding to funders’
expectation that CBOs will underperform. The constant negotiation
between meeting community needs and funders’ needs deepened
the emotional toll that many workers felt doing community work.

On top of this, several participants noted that deliverable re-
quirements did not account for all the labor involved to meet these
numbers. “There’s so much behind-the-scenes work that goes on
that doesn’t get acknowledged in grants,” Ari explained. With each
naturalization application, Ari pieced together a long, intricate his-
tory about her client through a collection of documents, such as
marriage certificates, income tax returns, travel records, and court
documents that were not always readily available. By only report-
ing on the number of total applications, her hours worked on each
application seemed to go unacknowledged.

Hoang pointed out that funders’ “political imaginations,” or as-
sumptions about the community and how changes could be made,
kept CBOs focused on attempting to fill gaps left unaddressed by the
public sector. Instead, CBO workers felt their time would be better
directed toward investing in community advocacy and empower-
ment, and pushed for trust-based funding models [2] that would
allow communities to determine the priorities. “We want more
than to survive the crisis,” Hoang asserted, “[but] there’s not time
for that because we’re so busy filling in that void” Through these
examples, workers and administrators across CBOs showed how
the translation of their work into quantitative data compromised
their ability to serve communities’ wellbeing.

5.1.2  Aggregating AAPI Communities into a Monolith. Several work-
ers explained that being a part of an AAPI coalition was a double-
edged sword. On the one hand, it allowed organizations to increase
outreach numbers and receive more resources. On the other hand,
it perpetuated the treatment of AAPI communities as a monolith,
which led to decreased access to funding, a lack of culturally re-
sponsive interventions, and tensions between organizations.

Hoang explained that one side effect of being a part of an AAPI
coalition was the lack of disaggregated data, which led to the erasure
of certain communities, such as Pacific Islanders. While COVID-19
data at that time showed that AAPIs had the highest vaccination
rates, Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islanders had the highest case
rate among all racial groups, and Asian Americans still faced rel-
atively high death rates [43, 84]. She described how the focus on
high vaccination rates created a false narrative that AAPI commu-
nities were inherently more successful in tackling COVID-19 when,
in reality, it involved intensive on-the-ground community work.
According to Hoang, this false narrative perpetuated the model mi-
nority myth and meant that AAPI CBOs were less likely to receive
funding to continue their work.

Hoang further observed that the AAPI coalition no longer oper-
ated as a solidarity space but as “a strategic effort to gather fund-
ing as a collective and then divide that funding individually.” This
divide-and-conquer approach created a fissure between CBOs, due
to funders prioritizing certain organizations over others. “It’s like
team sports,” Hoang said, “because of the limited funding, tensions
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arise” Several workers spoke about encountering issues with dis-
trust, accountability, and transparency among organizations, as
well as sociopolitical divisions between subgroups along ethnic,
socioeconomic, and generational lines. Hoang stressed that the en-
compassing term “community” could erase complex social relation-
ships and dynamics. Dom echoed this, adding that the homogenous
treatment of AAPI communities erased clear differences and ten-
sions between communities, as well as the critical on-the-ground
translation work by CBO workers that addressed differences:

“We are not united...We have different circumstances
of migration. We have communities who hate each
other because of their colonial histories. It is not an
easy battle to even come together, united for things
that you would think are our common enemy, right?
So for COVID response, there are politics that we have
to navigate when doing it in the Asian community to
make sure that we’re conscious of the fact that certain
communities don’t like working with each other”

Dom contrasted the deep care CBO workers showed in navi-
gating complex intergroup tensions with the broad strokes that
politicians and the media used in painting the Asian community.
She and other CBO workers attributed this care to their experiences
as members of the local community and their awareness of sociopo-
litical contexts that contributed to their present-day conditions,
including histories of war and marginalization. CBO workers spoke
of funders’ lack of cultural competence in introducing interventions
due to their preference for tackling issues broadly and their treat-
ment of AAPIs as a monolith. Dom explained how specific national
mental health campaigns were rarely created with communities
of color or non-English speaking communities in mind. When her
organization was asked to distribute suicide prevention materials
associated with a national mental health campaign to local schools,
they refused due to the materials’ lack of cultural responsiveness
to the specific communities they served. “Sometimes, that means
we’re sitting back and just not participating, which doesn’t get us
anywhere in terms of fulfilling our contractual obligations,” she
said.

According to the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services
Administration (SAMHSA), AAPIs are the least likely of any racial
group in the U.S. to seek assistance with mental health due to stigma
[76]. As mental health navigators, Dom’s team not only had the
difficult task of translating certain mental health messaging across
multiple languages but also of doing so in a destigmatizing way:

“Sometimes even words we take for granted in Eng-
lish...we all know what suicide is, we all know what
depression is, we all know what anxiety is...It doesn’t
translate the same in Vietnamese, and choosing selec-
tively how to word that so the community members
get help, but they’re not having to be subsumed in
all of that stigma, is honestly harder than even just
getting people help. So translation, language, is the
biggest barrier”

These examples show how CBO workers performed two oppos-
ing but complementary acts of translation. On the one hand, to make
themselves legible to funders and institutions to receive resources,
they translated their heterogeneous communities into a broad AAPI
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monolith. On the other, they addressed barriers associated with the
funders’ homogenizing treatment of AAPI communities by translat-
ing broad health programs into culturally responsive interventions
more attuned to community needs.

5.2 The Work of Translating Technology to
Improve Community Access

Throughout the interviews, CBO workers stated that technologies
played a critical role in building connections and capacity with
communities. However, many workers noted that technology re-
mained a barrier for many community members. To improve access,
CBO workers served as interlingual and intercultural translators
between technologies and their communities by providing techni-
cal training and supporting multiple modalities. In other instances,
CBO workers did manual translation work to repair errors or mal-
functions caused by technologies such as Google Translate. Both
cases involved CBOs working closely with communities to address
their specific needs. However, this technological remediation re-
quired significant invisible labor on the part of workers, who were
already limited in capacity.

5.2.1 Translation in Addressing Technological Barriers and Access.
When the COVID-19 pandemic forced many CBOs to move to
remote-based services, workers addressed barriers through transla-
tion, passing on knowledge of how to use technologies to their com-
munities. Sadia, an administrator, and her team of case managers
did 1-on-1 technology training over the phone with their commu-
nity members to help them get on Zoom. Through their efforts,
community members were able to continue attending classes and
trainings remotely. Ya Mei attributed the success of transitioning
to remote-based services during COVID-19 to their organization’s
willingness to tackle barriers and meet people where they were, in
whatever communication modality they chose. She said, “technol-
ogy for us is really important even if it is a barrier...Regardless of
that, that doesn’t mean we don’t address it. Language is a barrier,
food is a barrier... All these things are barriers...we’ll find a way”

However, the desire to meet people where they were also meant
additional labor for CBO workers. Dom described instances when
she and her clients would run into technical difficulties over video
conferencing software while clients talked about difficult topics,
leaving both her and her clients confused and frustrated:

“Sometimes I'm doing an intake...and somebody has
literally given their life story and [in the] process
of re-traumatizing themselves, and trying to tell me
what they need. And that is the unfortunate reality
of getting mental health support. But if we were in
person, that would be straightforward. We would see
each other. We’d be able to read each other’s body
language so that we’re able to know when to take
pauses. When we’re either doing phone calls or video
calls, that isn’t the case, right? Sometimes technology
is cutting out. So I have to say, ’Oh, can you repeat
that?” And that’s an extra layer of re-traumatizing for
the client. And then they’re not as open to sharing
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as much [...] My frustrations and my emotional ca-
pacity are really just exacerbated by the issues with
technologies.”

Technology malfunctions like what Dom described not only
risks re-traumatizing the client and frustrating the CBO worker,
but also it creates a disconnect between them. In cases where trust
is crucial, technical malfunctions make relationship-building all the
more difficult. Extending this, Alos highlighted the importance of
translation when it came to making sure that technologies can be
accessible to communities, but stressed that it can only do so much.

“Tech, at least communication tech, was made with
intention to bring communities together to build net-
works and build bridges, but it’s inherently privileged,
especially the nonprofit type of work where you're
interfacing with communities that might not have
reliable internet, have access to the specific technolo-
gies that are needed, have the technological compe-
tence...So it’s being able to also translate those things
to our communities. I don’t know if there’s a way for
tech to be community-centered [...] Even the apps,
even the ways we communicate that are supposed to
be community-centered aren’t because some people
are always going to be left out”

Alos’ skepticism of whether technologies could be community-
centered alludes to his awareness that technologies are rarely cre-
ated with immigrant communities in mind, and that translation
is necessary to bridge this gap. For other CBO workers, improv-
ing access for their communities sometimes meant forgoing the
use of technologies altogether. Several participants brought up the
inaccessibility of the county’s COVID-19 vaccination app. Work-
ers described not having enough devices to support its use and
frequently faced technical issues and downtime with the app. Ad-
ditionally, when the app launched, it only supported the English
language despite 45% of local residents speaking a language other
than English at home. Knowing that it would create a barrier for
community members, Sadia’s agency decided instead to schedule
their clients for vaccination appointments over the phone and pro-
vided on-site registration and vaccination clinics using paper-based
forms. While some technologies enabled CBOs to extend their out-
reach efforts and provide services in new ways, workers remained
at the heart of making these technologies accessible through their
translation work. Central to this negotiation was the refusal of
technologies when it became clear they would not work for their
communities.

5.2.2  Fixing Inaccuracies in Machine Translation. As trusted trans-
lators, CBO workers were essential in addressing language barriers
in their communities. However, due to their limited capacity, par-
ticipants said there were often not enough translators available to
support their work. Dom explained that being a panethnic organi-
zation made things especially difficult regarding language capacity
because the AAPI umbrella covers over 50 ethnic backgrounds and
hundreds of languages. “We’re never going to have enough to tar-
get every language... [It] inevitably means we’re leaving someone
[out],” she added.
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To provide multilingual support across their media campaigns,
Jacob, a program administrator, would create multiple versions
of the same flyers in English, Spanish, and Korean. However, his
team did not always have translators on hand. As a workaround,
he would try to leverage machine translation tools such as Google
Translate. However, he noted that these tools were often unreli-
able and required an external review by a native speaker. Other
workers pointed out that many of the terms they used were not
easily translatable into other languages. John noted certain Eng-
lish terms, such as “curfew” and “quarantine,” when translated into
Khmer, would not make sense because they do not exist in their
language. Sadia told us that her team would have to re-translate
materials sent by public institutions that were not in language or
were mistranslated. She described how the translation process re-
quired review from multiple case managers to ensure translations
were culturally appropriate, relevant, and responsive to historical
and political contexts. Jimmy, a board member, echoed the need for
manual translation, adding:

“We want to make sure that the Vietnamese we’re
using is what the community is using... Oftentimes,
what Google Translate offers is, for a lack of a better
term, [what] Vietnamese people in the diaspora call
‘Communist Vietnamese’...and so a lot of the words
are not what people would use here and...can be
really triggering. So we have to be really careful with
our translations”

Lynn, a program coordinator, echoed this and explained the
complexities of the Vietnamese language in more detail:

“We were refugees because of the war... We're ‘boat
people!’...So then if you use [certain] words, you
would remind them of the time back then, when they
had to go through war. So you need to be very careful
when you use certain words and avoiding certain
terms. Make sure you don’t offend anyone.”

As members of the Vietnamese diaspora in the US, Jimmy and
Lynn demonstrated how experiences of war, occupation, displace-
ment, and political oppression led to divergences in the Vietnamese
language. They showed that Google Translate’s failure to attend to
the cultural, political, and historical nuances of language opened
up the possibility of replicating violence through re-traumatization.
These examples show how workers performed careful linguistic
translation work with the awareness that some language is difficult
or impossible to translate and how machine translation tools failed
to attend to the complex dynamics of language.

5.3 Translation as Storytelling for Community
Advocacy

While translating community-based work into numbers for institu-
tions, CBOs also translated numbers back into stories to support
community advocacy work [23, 32, 73]. At the time of the inter-
views, several participants from a Southeast Asian youth advocacy
organization, ORG K, were in the midst of a five-year campaign
that began in 2018 in collaboration with other local organizations

1"Boat people" refers to refugees who fled Vietnam between 1975 to 1992 following
the end of the Vietnam War [93]
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and their city council to implement a participatory youth budget.
The youth budget aimed to ensure that the city would be held ac-
countable for improving the wellbeing and economic development
of youth and that youth members would also have input in its pri-
orities for funding. In 2020, ORG K mobilized voters to pass a ballot
measure that would provide $1M in funding for the youth budget.
Their work in using technological tools and translating numerical
data for community storytelling demonstrates the possibilities of
using translation to enact political change.

5.3.1 Providing counter-narratives about communities. Translating
numbers into stories allowed CBOs to create new avenues for dia-
logue with policymakers. Moon and Lani, who were part of ORG
K’s communication team, said that data was crucial throughout
their campaign to build community empowerment. Moon would
pull voter engagement data to assess how many people were reg-
istered to vote compared to previous years. Doing voting analysis
helped her and the organization understand where to focus their
outreach efforts and increase their voter base.

Moon, who started as a youth member of ORG K fifteen years
prior, was particularly impacted as a young person watching TV
and seeing dehumanizing portrayals of family members and friends
who were impacted by deportation, gang violence, policing, and
politicians who did not look like her or her community making
decisions for them. She said, “We need to get on the media like
that... we need to find a way that we can also tell our stories.” Over
the years, Moon transitioned from youth member to staff member
to help ORG K uplift their community’s stories in different forms.
Their civic engagement work involved making zines and docu-
mentaries, engaging communities via social media, and translating
stories from voters into data that could be used to enact policy
changes. She remarked how they were very protective of their data
and were mindful of what they shared with the city. According
to Moon, “When we think about how the city views our folks, we
know that when we think about data, our communities are just
that number... [Our strategy] is making sure those numbers have a
story behind it, and our folks are viewed as people.”

During the youth budget campaign, Moon’s organization sur-
veyed voters about issues that were happening in the community.
One finding that surfaced within their data analysis was that young
people in the city historically did not have a department to invest in
their development, which had long-lasting impacts on their social
and economic wellbeing. By having these conversations and shar-
ing this data with community members, ORG K spread awareness
about the issue and mobilized youth and voters to act. The final
report sent to the city was a collective effort informed by hundreds
of testimonials from city residents that also centered on the stories
of the youth behind the campaign and their work in co-designing
the survey, doing outreach, collecting data, and holding town halls.
ORG K utilized social media to showcase findings from the report,
paired with photos and quotes from young people that, according
to Moon, countered the “negative narratives they see about our
people and show people that young people do turn out. They do
care about their community” Moon’s testimonial highlights how
exposing the stories and people behind the data provided powerful
counter-narratives against the negative assumptions made about
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the community, while also mobilizing constituents to place pressure
on policymakers to act.

5.3.2  Supporting Relationships Behind the Data. The move to re-
mote work during COVID-19 also shifted organizing tactics for ORG
K. Unable to leverage traditional methods such as door knocking,
ORG K began to build up their digital organizing toolkit, consist-
ing of constituency databases like PowerBase, civic engagement
apps like PDI and Phone2Action, and phone banking tools such as
CallEVO. Lani explained that these tools allowed ORG K to easily
identify and connect with their constituents based on shared inter-
est and past engagement, which helped them be more responsive
and impactful in their outreach and advocacy efforts. Lani said,
“[It’s] not just about plugging in your contact info..You start to
build relationships [with your constituents] and see their activities
with how they build with the organization”

Moon provided an example where these tools were used to mo-
bilize their community and put pressure on policymakers. Before
scheduling delegation meetings with elected officials, ORG K would
use their civic engagement app to send out text messages to their
constituents, informing them about important issues they may care
about. They would then ask people to sign up for the Phone2Action
app to send letters directly to the mayor or councilmember. By
creating a direct line between constituents to policymakers, Moon
stated that policymakers were more responsive to meeting with
the public. She added, “Knowing that those are their constituents,
knowing that voters have the power to vote you in and vote you
out. They make those decisions to put you on the appointment,
right? So I think this year, they were like, hella open. After all those
letters they had, we had no problems scheduling meetings with
them” According to Moon, this reflected the inside/outside strategy
ORG K took, leveraging digital organizing tools and translation to
cultivate more direct and bi-directional dialogue between elected
officials and their constituents toward community empowerment.

6 DISCUSSION

Recalling the notion that translation reflects power relations be-
tween cultures [9, 68], our findings reveal how translation work
became arich site to examine the tensions and complexities faced by
CBOs. Through our interviews, workers shared their perspectives
on how data and technologies impacted their roles as intermediaries
between communities, funders, and public institutions. First, work-
ers described how translating community-based work into num-
bers through data-driven mechanisms hindered their community-
building efforts. Second, they reflected on how they often performed
critical yet unrecognized translation work to address technological
barriers. Finally, workers revealed how translating numbers into
stories gave communities powerful counter-narratives and more
equitable avenues for dialogue with policymakers. Central to these
findings is how CBO workers leveraged translation to negotiate,
reshape, and defy imposed boundaries. We argue that CBO workers
are not merely passive subjects or cultural mediators but creative
agents who use translation as a means of subverting the status quo
and enacting social change.

We close by unpacking the politics of translation within CBOs
and how relationships with institutions, technologies, and poli-
cymakers are (re)mediated through the work of translation. We
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highlight how knowledge is transported and transformed from one
culture to another, the (in)visibility of the translator, and the pro-
cesses of social construction that connect to broader sociopolitical
contexts tied to migrant and diasporic conditions. Through this
work, we expand the discourse on datafication and justice-oriented
HCI to reflect on how the translation work of CBOs can inform
HCI research and practice in supporting community wellbeing.

6.1 Translation as Legitimacy Work

In our interviews, CBO workers described how they used trans-
lation to build legitimacy with multiple stakeholders. To receive
resources from funders, workers translated their work into “mea-
surable units of accountability” and their communities into a single
aggregated AAPI monolith. To build trust with communities, CBO
workers disaggregated them to attend to their individual cultural
and linguistic differences. These differences speak to the realities
of CBOs in their roles as intermediaries, caught between address-
ing the localized needs of their communities and the abstract data
requirements of funders.

Workers expressed frustrations when their legitimacy work for
funders hindered their ability to foster trust and serve communities.
For example, Hoang and Dom felt disincentivized from choosing
interventions that they thought would be most effective because
the methods were deemed illegitimate by funders. Hoang said that
fitting into funders’ “political imaginations” of their communities
kept CBOs more focused on filling in the gaps left by the public
sector rather than on community advocacy. Because the transla-
tion work between CBOs and funders was primarily unidirectional,
this placed the burden on CBO workers to fit into the worldviews
of funders with little opportunity for negotiation. This led to real
consequences for CBO workers, who saw their relationships with
clients weaken, their trust with their peers and partner organiza-
tions diminish, and their funding decrease. These examples not
only point to how CBOs’ legitimacy work for funders hindered
their legitimacy work for communities, but also how the outcomes
of this work made future attempts at building legitimacy with all
stakeholders increasingly difficult.

While past HCI scholarship has highlighted the double binds of
legitimacy work, especially when it involves the surveillant gaze
and disempowering nature of datafication [13, 23, 62, 73, 89], fully
capturing these complexities requires interrogating the sociopo-
litical contexts and histories that inform the conditions of CBOs
and their communities [23]. As a result of state disinvestment and
privatization of social services, organized philanthropy became the
state’s method of addressing systemic inequality without needing
to cede power [23, 49, 64]. Thus, social welfare responsibilities fell
on CBOs to handle. Although datafication has been used as an
overt mechanism to disenfranchise and discriminate against AAPIs
and other minoritized communities[23, 33, 61], it also became the
primary mechanism for CBOs to receive resources [23, 64]. This
enabled the state to define the terms for CBOs’ legitimacy, where
data serves as a form of social control to maintain the status quo
[23, 49].

Ya Mei’s assertion of “No data, no people. No data, no money”
puts this into concrete terms. Indeed, datafication increased the
visibility of CBOs and their communities, but the only way to be
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seen by the state was to be reduced to abstract “representations,”
[75]. In this light, we argue that the unidirectional transformation
of lived experiences into hegemonic abstractions continues the long
legacy of AAPI communities being deemed the racialized “other”
This has the potential to lead to serious consequences, as noted
by Hoang, who said that the aggregation of AAPIs into a single
panethnic category meant that certain subgroups did not receive
adequate healthcare access during COVID-19 as a result of erasure
and the perpetuation of the model minority myth. Beyond CBO
work, there is other evidence of the harms of datafication for AAPIs.
The COVID-19 pandemic saw an increase in racialized violence
against AAPIs, prompting calls for increased community and po-
lice data collection to track cases. However, Kuo and Bui [56] note
that data capture can bolster the carceral state while continuing
to ignore institutional forms of violence such as labor exploitation,
lack of social safety nets, and deportation. In other words, making
racialized communities more legible to institutions can also make
them targets of state violence [4, 23, 24]. Therefore, we see the in-
stitutional translation of lived experiences into numbers as another
form of racialized violence against Asians and Pacific Islanders.

As workers’ testimonials show, building legitimacy is crucial for
a CBO’s survival. However, not all forms of legitimacy are equally
impactful and can be disempowering. A study by Walker and Mc-
Carthy [105] found that while government grants helped CBOs
establish legitimacy with the state, they did little to enhance their
longevity and instead increased their likelihood of disbandment.
Community-oriented legitimacy work, such as public accountabil-
ity sessions with local officials, coalition building, and grassroots
funding, was found to be more conducive to a CBO’s survival [105].
There is an opportunity for designers to support these relational
forms of legitimacy work. Ghoshal et al. [39] state that this involves
decentering hegemonic technocentric values such as functionality
and efficiency towards a culture of “grassroots inclusivity” that
prioritizes community knowledge, values, and resources.

Many CBO workers in our interviews called for a change in
funding structures toward more trust-based models with less rigid
deliverables [2]. Funding structures materially affect the data and
technology infrastructures of non-profits and CBOs, which HCI
scholars must contend with when working in such contexts. Even
though addressing this issue may not involve a sociotechnical solu-
tion, there is an opportunity to support policymaking through the
use of design [57, 63, 81, 91]. Establishing more equitable funding
models may involve working closely with communities, policy-
makers, and CBOs through participatory design to discuss shared
priorities, expectations, and agreements in how and what data is
collected, how funding is distributed, and mechanisms for mutual
accountability [1, 60].

More broadly, HCI researchers should heavily consider the eth-
ical implications of datafication. Although studies have shown
how data can reify patterns of systemic oppression and violence
[27, 28, 46, 77], HCI researchers still legitimize data as an account-
ability metric through the systems we build and practices we pro-
mote. The dominant notion that more data leads to more efficient
outcomes and thus produces a common good [28] creates a ripple
effect within the public sector, repeated across organizational con-
texts and incorporated as the status quo. However, determining
whether and through what mechanisms to collect and classify data
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is inherently a political question. In their 2020 book Data Feminism
[28], D’Ignazio and Klein recommend asking the “who” of data:
“Data science for whom? Data science by whom? and Data science
with whose interests and goals in mind?” Through our analysis of
CBOs’ data practices, we argue that to fully grasp the repercussions
of datafication, it is necessary to interrogate the power structures
that guide them and consider the sociopolitical contexts of use —
here, through the lens of translation.

6.2 Translation as (Re)mediation

Through their testimonials, CBO workers revealed how they not
only served as intercultural and interlingual mediators between
communities and public institutions but also used translation as a
form of remediation to address harms under systems that viewed
them and their communities as “other.” Recall Jimmy, who wanted
to ensure that the Vietnamese used for outreach materials “is what
the community is using.” He carried an acute awareness of how
sentiments over language have undoubtedly been shaped by war,
displacement, loss, and political oppression [25, 26]. Knowing how
language can diverge and be reshaped from one place to another
while carrying with it power, culture, and history, he performed
re-translations as an act of care to not re-traumatize his community.
Translation work, in this sense, can be a form of intimacy when
the translator surrenders “to the trace of the other in the self” by
attuning to their differences [83]. As Hmong scholar Ma Vang [94]
observes, language work “mediates different practices of healing
and care across institutional, belief, and language barriers” in ways
that also incorporate community knowledge-making.

However, remediation also required significant labor on the part
of workers, who already had limited capacity. With little opportu-
nity to interact or negotiate with the originators of the barriers —
in this case, technology designers — the work was not only unidi-
rectional but also remained invisible. As a result, the root causes of
the barriers were left unaddressed, leaving CBO workers to carry
the burden of continuously attending to the same gaps. Although
machine translation tools may provide mechanisms for feedback,
this still requires communities to perform reparative labor (instead
of tech companies working directly with communities to develop
tools, as with [58]). Additionally, machine translation tools tend
to prioritize dominant variations of language over less-resourced
ones, while offering few opportunities for users to provide mean-
ingful context into the reasons behind re-translations. If machine
translation designers can become aware that certain language is
particularly harmful to communities due to their political histories,
how might they provide means to ensure their safety?

In the case of the COVID-19 app, by only supporting English in
an area where 45% of residents speak another language at home,
technology designers wittingly or unwittingly made a choice about
their users, which was more representative of the dominant culture
than of reality. This excluded a significant portion of the popu-
lation who were essentially left with two choices: conform or be
treated as the “other” In this case, being the “other” meant that non-
English speaking communities were less likely to receive life-saving
COVID-19 vaccines because of the app’s inaccessibility. CBO work-
ers leveraged linguistic and cultural translation as an act of care
to teach clients how to navigate the platform. Though necessary
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at the time, this did little to challenge the exclusionary norms that
caused this harm in the first place, such as only supporting English
monolingualism. This shows how intimacy through translation can
itself be a form of violence when it coerces communities to conform
to the dominant culture. As Shaden Tageldin [88] asserts, “trans-
lation is perhaps the most seductive of imperial powers” when it
offers the impression of equivalence by adhering to the “likeness”
of the colonizer.

When technologies fail to account for the complexities of lived
experiences, they open up the potential for real harm. In such cases,
CBO workers demonstrated acts of refusal and resistance in re-
sponse, such as Sadia’s team, who chose to forgo the inaccessible
COVID-19 app in favor of low-tech solutions. We also highlight
CBO workers’ use of partial translations, “partly inherited, partly
modified, as well as partly invented” [61], involving reconfigura-
tions of dominant processes as a mechanism for resistance. We
point to ORG K’s use of data and technologies to create new chan-
nels for direct dialogue between communities and policymakers.
By using storytelling to push back against the abstraction of com-
munities and forcing more direct engagement from policymakers,
the translation work was a more complex bi-directional process
involving active negotiation and exchange between groups. The
worldviews of policymakers were translated into forms understood
by the community, and the community was also provided with tools
to help reflect their worldviews back to policymakers [35]. While
CBO workers’ role as mediators remained visible on both ends,
creating avenues for direct dialogue meant that their role became
less central, enabling the community to interact with policymakers
in a more visible way. Building on Wong [109], who calls tactics
that rely on dominant discourses and logics soft resistance, we also
show that such tactics can take a more overt form.

These examples show how CBO workers not only used transla-
tion to mitigate harms under a system that viewed them and their
communities as “other,” but also used it as a creative practice to
transform hegemony and existing power structures. As such, we
argue for rethinking the role of the CBO worker, not as one subordi-
nate to funders, policymakers, and the state, but rather as a creative
agent who is a critical source of community knowledge-making
against the status-quo [53]. Past HCI scholarship has challenged
dominant narratives of the passive subject under datafication and
technologies [31, 62, 92, 109]. As Lu et al. [62] note, such narratives
leave little space to interrogate how people enact their own agency
and subjectivity, which reify notions of the “other” Building on
this scholarship, we add that collective histories of subjugation,
which materially affect the sociotechnical infrastructures of CBOs,
are also coupled with histories of resistance [31]. Specifically, we
recognize how CBO workers’ hybridity and careful use of partial
translations ensures the constant transformation of migrant and di-
asporic identities so that their communities remain “untranslatable”
to state apparatuses of control [11, 61].

While many CBO workers’ translation efforts were directed
toward repairing moments of technological and institutional break-
down or harm, we consider what it would mean if efforts were
directed instead toward supporting the health and wellbeing of the
communities they serve. As CBO workers’ translation work demon-
strates, this might mean taking a “bottom-up” approach, working
closely with communities and building on their existing capacities
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and knowledge [38, 106]. Supporting heterogeneity and hybridity
does not mean building a broad tool intended to support all possible
experiences, but rather incorporating mechanisms that reflect nu-
ance through tinkering, reconfigurations, and re-translations [92],
creating avenues for reflexive dialogue and relationship building
[6, 38], and legitimizing agonistic and careful approaches to data
[7, 23, 51, 65, 66, 92, 110]. Though Suchman, Haraway, and Muller
encourage translation as a reflexive practice among academics and
technologists [42, 68, 86], Ethnic Studies and Critical Refugee Stud-
ies scholars recognize translation as a creative practice already
embedded within immigrant and refugee communities as a part of
their lived experiences and collective histories [34, 37, 61, 94, 95].

As such, we challenge HCI researchers not to represent commu-
nities as bounded, fixed, and homogenous categories but instead
to recognize: (1) the histories and power relations that produce
subject formations, technologies, and practices [23, 44, 61, 80] (2)
the pluralism that exists within a bounded category [14, 61], and (3)
the contradictions that may exist when subjects are situated along
multiple axes of power and subordination [21, 22, 61, 74]. We argue
for the need to consider the complex translation work of those we
study as well as the systems that we build - if we only focus on our
own translation work, we inevitably flatten the complexity of lived
experiences even more. By examining our own translation practices
in relation to the practices of those we serve, we can open ourselves
up to new ways of knowing and being and new opportunities for
building solidarity across differences.

7 CONCLUSION

In this paper, we examine the technology-mediated translation
work of ethnic CBOs as they negotiated between communities,
policymakers, and funders. In exposing the power relations within
these practices, we draw connections to migrant and diasporic
conditions and how boundaries were reshaped and contested. Our
analysis showed how CBO workers performed translation (1) as
legitimacy work to establish trust with funders and communities
and (2) as (re)mediation to address barriers and resist hegemonic
systems that treat communities as “other” We argue for positioning
CBO workers as a critical source of community knowledge-making
who can inform HCI research and practice in supporting commu-
nity wellbeing, such as prioritizing community-oriented forms of
legitimacy work and addressing technological harms by attending
to the nuances of language, culture, and lived experiences.
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