How | learned to love Facebook
(but haven’t stopped worrying)
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engineers without borders
ingénieurs sans frontiéres
Canada

A Canadian non-profit called Engineers Without Borders Canada, where | was the
Director of Technology for a few years before moving to Montreal last year. Now how
many of you have heard about EWB?
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OK, well I’'m not going to go into a ton of detail about EWB’s mission because you can
come ask me about it afterwards if you're interested, but for the purposes of my talk,
you basically need to know that it’s a mostly student-based organization that sends
people overseas to Africa and does advocacy and outreach in Canada, with a central
office in Toronto and...
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Around 30 chapters around the country, mostly in universities. This idea of having
local chapters of an organization is a pretty standard setup, lots of student or
professional or religious groups are set up this way.

And in 2003, when | started volunteering at EWB’s national office, after having been
involved in the University of Toronto Chapter, | realized that we had a major
problem, which most similarly structured organizations face, which is that while we
knew we were growing fast, we had no real idea who all of our own members were
or how to reach them all at once (e.g. via email). And this is something we felt we
needed to be able to do, to build the type of movement we wanted to build, raise the
funds we wanted to raise etc.
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So | put together a web-based membership management system creatively dubbed
the Intranet, which you can see here. And that was fine on its face, although no one
really wants to just “go and register” for its own sake, so we had to provide some
carrots. For example if you wanted to attend our yearly conference, the only way to
do so was to register through this system.
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In fact the lovely pan-Canadian group who attended these conferences liked each
other so much that they wanted to keep communicating after they’d gone home,
which was great, so we obliged by bolting on an ugly discussion board/mailing-list
management system, and then cajoled all the chapters’ executives into migrating all
of their mailing lists to the central system. Boom, problem solved: every EWB
member was now in our system.
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A couple of years later, in 2005, we knew what were doing tech-wise, so we scrapped
the whole thing and rebuilt it from scratch in a much more user-centric way and
called it myEWB and it was great, we managed to get a lot of usage, which translates
into a decent amount of traffic, users were happy, other non-profits were jealous etc.
And we continued to evolve this system and it’s still in place today.

And the fact that it was centralized allowed us to mobilize as a unit quite effectively
to run national campaigns etc.



But...

But... there’s always a but. At the same time as we were figuring all of this out, this
thing called...



“Web 2.0”

Web 2.0, quote-unquote, started to happen.



facebook.

First of all, EWB members across the country starting using Facebook a lot to connect
with each other directly.
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They started using Google Calendars to plan their events.
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They used web services like Doodle to coordinate meeting times. Etc.
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Which means that they started to stop using myEWB, and we ran the risk of having
all sorts of EWB members who we knew nothing about, and weren’t on our mailing
list etc. Basically, although we’d been able to stay ahead of the curve for a few years,

the curve had caught up, and let me tell you, they all had WAY bigger budgets than
we did.

And our response was to do our best to try to compete with the world: we added file-
sharing and calendaring and wiki-like features to myEWB. But competing with Google
with a one-developer team is ultimately a losing game.
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@habebabe @jendeweerd glad you liked the post! Thanks for the
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At this point | wound up my involvement and moved to Montreal to work for an
unpopular telco, but | keep in touch, and they’ve set up a twitter feed
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And a youtube channel
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Job Titile: Transformer Engineer Made Men Made
_ Job Location: Ontario, Canada Here
Information My client is a world leader in the design and manufacture of transformer cores and You want to be a “made ma)
components, including d\smbute_d gap cores, toroidal cores, and flat-stacked sheets You think you got what it
rofit and products. They are looking for a Transformer Engineer, this would be takes to rule the streets? C
o an...Read More v now and show us what you
s fenort got. Play Mafia Wars!
D T S N A Like
For all the members of EWB Canada _ B
to Join! Madiha Syed Job Description:
Privacy Type My client is currently expanding their Transportation Department and is in search of
Open: Al content is public. a professional engineer, licensed in the Province of Ontario, who has a minimum 5 More Ads
years experience in highway engineering design and the preparation of tender
drawings and documentation. Candidates with recent Ministry...Read More v
Members September 27 at 7:54pm * Report

6 of 1,091 members

Madiha Syed Hi I am a National Recruiter and I am looking for Transportation and
Transformer Engineers for manufacturing firms in Onratio. E-mail me your resume
at Madiha@TSEcanada.com if you are interested.
Thanks

eptember 27 at Report

Steve James

Relax, Buddy

1 Chat (Offiine)

And a facebook group. And lots of the chapters have set up facebook groups too. But
this has created some real problems... First of all if you can read the slide you'll see
there’s a lot more spam and a lot lower level of discussion in the facebook group than
on myEWB, and secondly, there’s a lot less inter-chapter sharing: discussions are
much more fragmented because facebook was never designed for this. As a result it’s
harder to know what’s going on in the EWBverse, which makes it tough to raise funds
to send people overseas etc.
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Now, some people have managed to successfully “harness” social media, like the
Obama campaign, but | would argue that a) they spent a ton of money doing it which
few groups can do, and b) they were really only aiming for one single thing: to get a
bunch of people out on that one day to vote. And his people have since been
criticized for having either chosen not to or failed to “follow through” and build a
lasting community/movement out of mybarackobama.com.
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So... What?

Soin the end, (and I'll try to be a bit provocative with a bleak conclusion) | think that
while social media and a proliferation of free web apps for collaboration is really neat
and exciting for the individual and small or short-lived groups (I tweet, I’'m on
facebook all the time and | like it), it might actually be a big barrier to the creation of
long-lived, large-scale, coordinated social change movements. Or maybe, to
rephrase, the centralized, coordinated social change movement is now outdated...
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OpenMyEWB

an online community system by Nicolas Kruchten, Francis Kung and others
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EZTEEEEER Discussion Board

From 2005 to 2009, myEWB.ca was Engineers Without Borders Canada's official online community system. During that time,
tens of thousands of people used myEWB to participate in thousands of online conversations, send millions of emails,
schedule hundreds of events, share files, apply to serve overseas, register for conferences, pay their membership dues and
otherwise collaboratively work towards eradicating poverty. As the team leader and major contributor to the myEWB
project, | am proud to be able to host a small page for OpenMyEWB: the now-open-sourced software that powered
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Follow Frida
Happy Hallov
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Change Picture

With EWB spread out across the country it's often hard to put faces to names when we meet in person at national
conferences, retreats and chapter visits. To alleviate this, you can attach a photo of yourself to your myEWB account!

We would ask that this be a recent, recognizable photograph of yourself rather than something less useful like a cartoon,
a baby picture, a picture of yourself in disguise or a picture of someone else.

Your public profile info is a place where you can type whatever you like, which any EWB member can see when they
view your profile. Suggested uses include telling others a bit about yourself, or posting any contact information (email,
IM, phone etc) that you want to make accessible to all signed-in myEWB users so that they can reach you.

Picture: [T Browse_

you can upload large images, they vill automatically be scaled

Information: pter system at the U of Toronto in 2001.
then I've been a chapter VP, co-chaired a
[National Conference (Toronto 2004), gone overseas
a couple of times and served as Director of
Technology at the National office for 3 years |

enter information for all EWE members to see

Public Profile [I'm an EWB old-timer, having started in the -
T Since

[ modify picture and public profile i i I
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Signed in as Nicolas Kruchten. sign out

m 17 £ w B myEWB Search: [ [gal]

engineers without borders
ingénieurs sans frontiéres
s Canada

Volunteering
Chapter Info | Chapter Board | Chapter List | Member Mgmt | Email Forwards | National Office | CHAMP | Graphs | Exec Title |

Exec Title Selection

Please make this title sound professional and descriptive of the person’s role in your chapter (e.g. President, VP Finance,
Director of Events etc). Please stay away from titles like VP Nicolas (not very descriptive of role), or Director of
Awesomeness or Super-Duper Princess of Communications (not very professional) etc.

Title: [PastVP Communications A

Student Chapter r .
President? = (check if yes)

Finance National Rep? I™ (check if yes)

Member Learning National I (check if ves)
Rep? | (check if yes)
Learning Partnerships

National Rep? = (check if ves)

School Outreach National r

Rep? | (check if yes)

Curriculum Enhancement

National Rep? (check if yes)

ublic Outreach National —

[T SN
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