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2.	 From concerned citizens to 
civic bots: The bottom-up fight 
against corruption in Brazil from 
a longitudinal perspective1

Fernanda Odilla

INTRODUCTION

In the past two decades, Brazil has witnessed concerned citizens engaging 
in citizenship audits, organising social observatories, delivering training for 
using open data, pressuring for better governmental transparency, developing 
digital platforms and, more recently, using ‘civic bots’ (some of them based 
on artificial intelligence (AI) technology) to hold governments and politicians 
accountable. In this period, civil society also deployed more traditional and 
contentious public pressure tactics and e-tactics, such as street demonstrations, 
advocacy, e-petitions, uploading hashtags, and overflowing public officials’ 
email boxes to mobilise people and influence the policy-making process in an 
attempt to improve anti-corruption and accountability mechanisms. By provid-
ing an overview of these fertile, creative, and heterogeneous anti-corruption 
and pro-accountability civil society initiatives emerging since the late 1990s 
in Brazil, this chapter explores how the paths of digital technologies and 
anti-corruption civil society initiatives have developed and crossed in the 
struggle for more transparency and integrity, and less corruption.

Considering the increasing use of the internet, consumption of electronic 
devices, and development of a wide range of digital data and tools, it is 
expected that the evolution of digital technologies goes hand in hand with 
anti-corruption initiatives. There is this overall sense that activists in general 
make a natural transition to more digital practices across time considering 
the stages of the web evolution, i.e., from the era where internet users were 
merely spectators (Web 1.0) to the one where they became participants (Web 
2.0), to what is expected to be Web 3.0 in which cooperation among users may 
prevail (O’Reilly, 2005; Markoff, 2006; Barassi & Treré, 2012). To critically 
challenge this argument and claim that digital technologies and anti-corruption 
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25From concerned citizens to civic bots

may follow different patterns of interplay, this chapter explores how the role of 
digital technologies has evolved in grassroots anti-corruption efforts over the 
years. Accordingly, it uses a longitudinal approach that allows us to contrast 
different anti-corruption mobilisations in Brazil. The country offers the perfect 
scene to look at the recent past and trace the history of anti-corruption collec-
tive actions that involve digital technologies in their different forms. This is 
because Brazil has seen many anti-corruption initiatives emerging since the 
late 1990s and early 2000s, a period that coincides with the rapid growth of 
internet usage in the country. It is true that the internet and mobile phones had 
arrived in Brazil years earlier (in the 1980s and 1990, respectively) but it was 
in 1998, when the Brazilian telecommunications sector was privatised, that the 
number of internet users started increasing rapidly and mobile phones spread 
(Pedrozo, 2013).

Identifying existing non-linear patterns of interaction between anti-corruption 
and digital technologies is crucial to critically assess the role of technology in 
curbing corruption. Although digital technologies are considered important 
resources for social movements, and digital tools have been increasingly used 
by activists to produce and share all sorts of content, the literature on social 
movements tells us that these digital tools have not always been used more, 
better, or more innovatively as technology evolved (von Bülow et al., 2019; 
Barassi & Treré, 2012). To increase the chances of achieving their goals, some 
actors keep combining offline and online repertoires of action, as observed 
in the two anti-corruption campaigns in Brazil that became legislative bills 
through popular petitions, which included the employment of digital technolo-
gies to support activists in impacting policy making (Mattoni & Odilla, 2021). 
Other actors use Web 2.0 platforms with the mindsets and purposes of the Web 
1.0, while others prefer to focus on just one single platform, as was observed 
in the digital activist practices deployed by Italian and Chilean student move-
ments, respectively (Barassi & Treré, 2012; von Bülow, 2018).

These lessons from social movement scholarship may be valuable for 
anti-corruption studies. Despite the great expectations of using digital tech-
nology as an anti-corruption tool, there is still little in-depth analysis based 
on empirical evidence to assess their development, use, and impact. Although 
this incipient field of study has offered mainly brief descriptions of initiatives 
across the globe, reflections on the limitations, pitfalls, and perils of using 
digital technologies as anti-corruption tools are increasing (see Kukutschka, 
2016; Kossow & Kukutschka, 2017; Adam & Fazekas, 2021; Kossow, 2020; 
Mattoni, 2021; Köbis et al., 2022; Odilla, 2023). This is particularly the case 
in bottom-up initiatives. Civil society tools, such as whistleblowing platforms, 
crowdsourcing applications to collect reports on corruption, and AI-based 
technology to control public procurement and other public expenditures, for 
example, often seize public attention when they are launched. However, as 
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26 Digital media and grassroots anti-corruption

stressed by Kukutschka (2016, p. 3), ‘many of these tools go largely dormant 
or end up disappearing, leaving old media reports and inactive Facebook or 
Twitter accounts as the only evidence of their existence.’ Indeed, we still lack 
robust documentation and analysis on this issue, as well as on cases of endur-
ing initiatives and their digital practices. In an attempt to help fill this gap, this 
chapter assesses bottom-up anti-corruption initiatives intertwined with digital 
technologies that have been rapidly developing through the years.

This chapter is structured as follows. First, it theorises on potential roles 
digital technologies have in grassroots anti-corruption fights, using Mattoni’s 
(2021) analysis of how the predominant views of corruption as a principal-agent 
problem, or as a collective action problem, may both assist activists and their 
digital practices. By combining the literature on social movements and (anti-) 
corruption, the theoretical framework is presented to argue that there may be 
different paths for digital technologies and anti-corruption initiatives, rather 
than an increasing evolution to more digital initiatives. On the one hand, this 
is because developing and using digital technologies to counter corruption 
requires specific skills, competencies, and access to information and technol-
ogy itself. Hence, it entails human, financial, and technological resources that 
can be limiting. On the other hand, digital practices can be considered a part of 
a broader repertoire of action and communication, and, therefore, should not 
be analysed in isolation, as noted by von Bülow et al. (2019) and Mattoni and 
Odilla (2021).

Second, the research design is detailed. The chapter relies on qualitative 
research, based on interviews, participant observation on social media, and 
document analysis. The reader will find a retrospective longitudinal analysis 
that draws on extensive data gathered on eight case studies (key anti-corruption 
civil society initiatives that emerged from 1999 to 2016) to better analyse 
the changes in the past two decades and identify patterns within dynamic 
processes regarding the development and use of digital technologies in the 
anti-corruption fight. Following that, empirical evidence is presented with 
a brief chronological history of anti-corruption struggles and the use (or not) 
of digital technology by these anti-corruption initiatives. The findings suggest 
a highly asymmetric online presence, i.e., the use of digital technologies by 
anti-corruption initiatives and their respective activists varies in intensity and 
magnitude and is not always aligned with technological advances. Although 
the coevolution of some anti-corruption efforts and digital media practices 
could be observed, there are others whose practices diverge from and are not 
reflected by the expected linear web development. Some groups still rely on 
the features of Web 1.0 due to their lack of resources, and some value less 
automatised and even offline actions. This chapter concludes that to better 
understand the relationship between digital technologies and anti-corruption 
initiatives from the grassroots, it is also important to pay attention to the 
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27From concerned citizens to civic bots

agency, goals, and views on anti-corruption strategies of those engaging in 
this fight as well as to their digital literacy and openness to digital innovation.

THE USE OF DIGITAL TECHNOLOGIES IN 
ANTI-CORRUPTION MOBILISATIONS: AN 
INTERSECTIONAL FRAMEWORK

Interventions to curb corruption have been following two main theoreti-
cal approaches, sometimes presented as competing theoretical frameworks: 
principal-agent (Klitgaard, 1988; Rose-Ackerman, 1978) and the collec-
tive action problem (Mungiu-Pippidi, 2015; Persson et al., 2013). In the 
principal-agent model, the main conflict exists when the agent has more 
information than the principal and uses this prerogative to put across their 
interests, or to disregard the collective interest that is normally embodied by 
the principal. Configuration may vary depending on the unit of analysis, but 
agents can be, for example, public officials, and principals can be citizens. 
Hence, this theoretical framework assumes that an act of corruption is a cal-
culated decision made by agents to maximise private benefits at the expense 
of the principals, who often cannot monitor those acting on their behalf 
(Rose-Ackerman, 1978). Accordingly, institutional flaws and weak top-down 
and bottom-up controls are considered ways of creating opportunities for cor-
ruption. In turn, corruption as a collective action problem is seen as a result of 
a societal coordination game between individuals in which someone is more 
likely to be corrupt in a situation where corruption is already perceived to 
a high degree or is widely experienced (Gingerich et al., 2015). According to 
the collective action theoretical framework, in an environment where systemic 
corruption prevails, acts of corruption are considered normal or the expected 
norm; they are socially acceptable, or even the rule (Mungiu-Pippidi, 2015). 
Within this approach, some scholars defend the need to establish a new equi-
librium of social and economic exchange, what Bo Rothstein (2011) named the 
‘big-bang’ type of change, to oppose corrupt practices.

Under these two theoretical approaches, digital technologies are expected to 
play two key roles in grassroots anti-corruption initiatives, as Mattoni (2021) 
detailed. To her, in line with the principal-agent framework, digital technolo-
gies would assist not only activists but also ordinary citizens to take more pro-
active roles in, for example, monitoring and reporting incidents of corruption 
or even participating in policy-making processes to improve anti-corruption 
mechanisms. More social control may increase the risks of being caught and 
punished, reducing incentives and opportunities for agents to engage in acts 
of corruption. If corruption is seen strictly as a collective action problem, 
digital technologies may support activists’ work to impact public scrutiny and 
increase public awareness in an attempt to change the normative understanding 
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28 Digital media and grassroots anti-corruption

of what corruption is and to raise attention to all the damage it causes to society 
(Mattoni, 2021). In this case, digital technologies may help to react to corrupt 
states of affairs by, for example, organising street demonstrations, launching 
online petitions, or simply allowing people to manifest their thoughts on why 
certain actions should not be tolerated.

From the perspective of anti-corruption activists, however, it seems more 
useful to see how these two theoretical contributions can complement one 
another (Peiffer & Marquette, 2015), as both improving control mechanisms 
and raising awareness are likely to be part of their repertoire. Understanding 
activists’ priorities in fighting corruption is particularly relevant when thinking 
about what types of digital technologies configurations they engage with and 
why they select some digital technologies, leaving others completely out or in 
the background of their campaigns.

Although digital technologies are already ubiquitous and deeply entrenched 
in the tissues of societies (Couldry & Hepp, 2017), they are seen here 
as dynamic social-techno resources created, edited, stored, or accessed in 
a digital form that activists might use to support their struggles (Mattoni & 
Odilla, 2021). Hence, not only do the technological affordances that digital 
technologies grant to activists vary (Comunello et al., 2016) but also their 
access and use are linked to the constant transformation of the web. When 
Tim O’Reilly (2005) coined the term Web 2.0 on his website, for example, 
he shed light on the crucial role of the user in understanding the evolution 
of the web. In O’Reilly’s Web 2.0, users interacted more with less control in 
a new ‘architecture of participation’ that is well illustrated by, for example, 
the advent of social media, in contrast to the ‘read-only’ and static structure of 
the websites in its previous version (i.e., Web 1.0). The third generation of the 
web, as first described by John Markoff (2006) in the New York Times, would 
be defined by automation, integration, and reuse across various applications in 
a more personal, creative, and collaborative vein in the so-called semantic web 
(Berners-Lee et al., 2001; Markoff, 2006). Indeed, the web is becoming more 
portable and personal than before, based on smart applications in which users 
are already able to, at the same time, read, write, combine pictures and videos, 
and stream.

These stages, however, may not be linear when translated into everyday 
activists’ practices, as noted by Barassi and Treré (2012) and von Bülow et 
al. (2018). A useful theoretical framework, therefore, should consider other 
types of interaction in the evolution of digital activist practices rather than 
just expecting an evolutionary model of co-development.2 For example, 
anti-corruption initiatives created in the late 1990s and early 2000s, when the 
key features of Web 1.0 prevailed, may not be shaping and being shaped by 
the changes in the use of the web across time. Instead of a reciprocal effect on 
each other’s evolution, we can have a divergent path in which anti-corruption 
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Table 2.1	 Types of interplay between the paths of digital technologies 
and activism practices across time

Type of 
interplay

Description Features

Coevolution Paths share close interaction and evolve 
together, often reciprocally affecting 
each other’s evolution. 

 High level of digital literate activists open to 
digital innovation with medium to high level 
of tech capabilities.

Convergence Paths evolve independently tending to 
meet at certain point(s).

 Activists with medium level of digital literacy 
who value offline activities but are open to 
digital solutions. Efforts to increase tech 
capacities are made if they are considered 
valuable for achieving certain goals.

Coexistence The evolutionary path is moved away 
from one another, going in different 
directions.

 Activists who value face-to-face activities 
and have low digital literacy and/or low tech 
capacities.

29From concerned citizens to civic bots

initiatives keep prioritising offline actions such as face-to-face meetings, street 
demonstrations, and on-site inspections and using features of the first web 
generation such as a static website to report their activities. In this case, the 
evolutionary path of the web is moving away from activist practices, resulting 
in an environment in which they simply co-exist.

Alternatively, anti-corruption initiatives and digital technologies can have 
a convergent path in which they tend to meet at a certain point where the most 
recent digital features available at that moment are embedded by activists. This 
may be the case with a few digital groups that started using or intensified their 
use of social media when they need to, for example, mobilise, or call public 
opinion attention to a particular corruption scandal or the necessity to adopt 
a specific policy to curb corruption. Or some groups may at a certain point 
decide to employ automated algorithms to access public data to help track 
corrupt behaviours. This specific interplay can be only temporary or perma-
nent, depending on the actors’ goals and capacities, adding an extra layer of 
complexity to this typology of possible interactions.

This framework considers both decision-making actors and their relation-
ship with digital technologies, as well as the technological capabilities of 
the initiatives. It is important to pay attention to initiators’, volunteers’, and 
collaborators’ digital literacy and/or openness to innovative solutions as well 
as to their analytical, managerial, and financial capabilities to follow the evo-
lutionary path of the web and its main features. Table 2.1 illustrates ideal types 
of interplay that help us understand the relationship between anti-corruption 
initiatives and digital technologies from the perspective of activists.
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30 Digital media and grassroots anti-corruption

This intersectional framework illustrated in Table 2.1 also allows us to 
assess a wide sort of anti-corruption initiatives that engage with digital tech-
nologies in very different forms and levels. The point is not so much to explain 
the impact of this on the anti-corruption movements and the activists engaged 
in them. It is more a question of understanding the presence and degree of 
digital asymmetry, even when the digital divide is being reduced and the web 
is developing rapidly. It is about recognising the unbalanced digital presence 
and comprehending why some make full use of digital tools and techniques 
available and others do not even have a social media account or even prefer 
being less digitally active over time. Hence, we believe that this framework 
may also be helpful to better understand the overall lived experience of tech-
nology and its application to everyday contexts by other types of activists.

METHODOLOGICAL CHOICES AND STUDY 
CONTEXT
Activists are considered here as strategic actors who self-coincidently try 
constantly to change and create new opportunities for action (Jasper, 2004). 
With that in mind, this chapter applies a methodology capable of capturing 
dynamic processes, using a retrospective longitudinal approach to reconstruct 
events aiming to identify intersectional paths followed by digital technologies 
and anti-corruption activists. As Leonard-Barton (1990, p. 248) noted when 
investigating the process of transferring new technologies from their develop-
ers into the hands of their users, ‘the longitudinal retrospective approach offers 
the opportunity to identify patterns indicative of dynamic processes’ as they 
evolve over time, as opposed to single snapshots that real-time data gathering 
offers.

Capturing this dynamic layer is crucial to gain a broader picture of how 
anti-corruption initiatives came into existence and engaged digital tech-
nologies in different periods, as this study mainly aims to do. A secondary 
goal is comparing initiatives within the country; therefore, the longitudinal 
approach applied to a multiple case study was used. It augments the chances 
of representativeness and generalisability, in contrast to the analysis of single 
events (Tversky & Kahneman, 1986). This chapter does not aim to provide an 
exhaustive list, but an indication through representative projects aiming to curb 
corruption taking place in Brazil from the bottom up. The selection criteria for 
the eight cases explored in depth in this chapter were: being a widely-known 
civil society initiative created by concerned citizens that was operative in 
2021, having the fight against corruption as one of its main goals when created, 
and primarily working to engage ordinary citizens in anti-corruption actions.3 
The types of digital technologies employed by these initiatives were not a spe-
cific criterion, because the idea was to observe the intersection between the 
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31From concerned citizens to civic bots

initiatives and technology across time. Therefore, we have cases that were born 
digital, cases that were born offline but incorporated digital technologies into 
their practices, and cases that remained largely offline.

Events were reconstructed based on a qualitative analysis of 49 interviews, 
participant observation in groups of instant messaging apps, and data pub-
lished on these initiatives’ social media accounts, as detailed in Table 2.2. 
Combining these different data sources helps to tell a more complete story 
about the relationship between digital communication and anti-corruption 
initiatives in Brazil. Online and face-to-face interviews were carried out with 
activists and people who were directly involved with the selected initiatives, 
among them paid staff, volunteers, civil servants from control agencies who 
supported and/or engaged in campaigns, and academics who studied some 
of these initiatives. The interviews were conducted online and offline in 
Portuguese between March 2020 and February 2022 and the names of the 
participants were converted into alphanumeric characters to be anonymised. 
Overall, the analysis presented here emanated from the perspective of activists. 
Although interviewees, both initiators and volunteers, have very different edu-
cational backgrounds and age cohorts (ranging from 24 to 82 years), they can 
be defined as concerned citizens worried about the perception of widespread 
corruption in Brazil.

The data was collected under the scope of the BIT-ACT (Bottom-Up 
Initiatives and Anti-Corruption Technologies), which employs construc-
tivist grounded theory combined with situational analysis (Clarke, 2005). 
Accordingly, it first used interviews with nine experts on anti-corruption, 
social accountability, and civic techs applied to interviews and desk research 
to identify the use of digital technology as an anti-corruption tool in Brazil. 
Following from there, situational maps of the cases selected were developed 
to identify human and non-human elements, and their arenas and social words 
were developed (Clarke, 2005). Then, the first set of in-depth interviews was 
conducted and analysed through open and focused coding, and from these first 
analyses, futher data was gathered during the second stage of fieldwork. The 
types of interplay between the paths of digital technologies and activists across 
time emerged from this analysis.

The Brazilian context, as mentioned above, allowed us to spot the dynamic 
paths of interaction between grassroots anti-corruption struggles and the evo-
lution of digital technologies exactly because the internet rollout in the country 
was gradual and coincided with the emergence of anti-corruption mobilisations 
in the late 1990s. In Brazil, since the 1990s, when the term eGov was first used 
in the country, governments have started implementing digital systems, first 
to provide public services and, more recently, to promote e-participation and 
e-democracy (Przeybilovicz et al., 2015). While governments, especially at the 
federal level, have grown more digital, the country has also seen an evolution 

Fernanda Odilla - 9781802202106
Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 05/26/2024 01:50:28AM

via Open Access. This work is licensed under the Creative Commons
Attribution-NonCommercial-No Derivatives 4.0 License

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Table 2.2	 Description of selected cases and data sources

Name of the initiative Year of 
creation

 

Amarribo – Amigos Associados de Ribeirão 
Bonito (Associated Friends from the town of 
Ribeirão Bonito)

1999 Interviews (N = 2), Twitter account, website

TB – Transparência Brasil (Transparency 
Brazil)

2000 Interviews (N = 14), website and internal 
meeting reports

MCCE – Movimento de Combate à Corrupção 
Eleitoral (Movement for Combating Electoral 
Corruption)

2002 Interviews (N = 6), website, social media 
accounts 

IFC – Instituto de Fiscalização e Controle 
(Institute of Inspection and Control)

2005 Interviews (N = 2), website, social media 
accounts 

OSB – Observatório Social do Brasil (Social 
Observatory of Brazil)

2008 Interviews (N = 2), analysis of website, social 
media accounts and internal reports

OPS – Operação Política Supervisionada 
(Operation Supervised Politics)

2013 Interviews (N = 9), participant observation on 
Telegram group, social media accounts

Vem pra Rua (Come to the Street) 2014 Interviews (N = 1), participant observation 
on a WhatsApp group, social media accounts, 
website

OSA – Operação Serenata de Amor (Operation 
Love Serenade)

2016 Interviews (N = 13), participant observation 
on Telegram and Discord groups, website, 
social media accounts

32 Digital media and grassroots anti-corruption

in its accountability institutions since the transition to democracy was consoli-
dated by the 1988 Constitution (Lagunes et al., 2021). Existing accountability 
institutions (the Prosecution Service, the Federal Police, the Revenue Service, 
and the Court of Accounts, just to mention a few) gained new roles and 
prominence in confronting corruption. New agencies have also been created 
from scratch, such as the Federal Office of the Comptroller General (CGU), 
an anti-corruption multi-role agency within the federal executive created in 
2001 under intense domestic and international pressure to improve Brazil’s 
anti-corruption mechanisms (Odilla & Rodriguez-Olivari, 2021).

In the Brazilian anti-corruption movement, a high level of engagement 
of activists can be observed, with citizens being more active with regard to 
state bureaucrats, mainly controlling agents such as inspectors, auditors, and 
prosecutors. More responsive and interactive accountability institutions may 
be more inclined to spotlight corruption. The same is valid for the presence 
of free media and freedom of speech, association, assembly, and petition. 
Not surprisingly, since democracy was restored, the country has witnessed 
corruption scandals one after the other in all branches and levels (Lagunes et 
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33From concerned citizens to civic bots

al., 2021). Internet access and usage have also been increasing, as pointed out 
by the World Bank (Almeida et al., 2017). While only 15 per cent of the over 
5,000 Brazilian cities had local internet service in 1999, internet access had 
spread to roughly 89 per cent of the Brazilian population by 2020 (Ibidem, 
2017; Cetic.br, 2020). Despite these remarkable figures, we cannot ignore the 
persistence of digital inequalities that affect the appropriation of technologies 
and the opportunities arising from their adoption by different segments of the 
population.4

THE PATHWAY OF CORRUPTION FIGHT FROM 
THE GRASSROOTS, WHILE BRAZIL BECAME MORE 
DIGITAL

Considering both the evolution of the web since 1999 and the digital divide in 
Brazil, this section presents the empirical findings in a chronological narrative, 
focusing on the types of interactions with digital technologies in the past 20 
years. The analytical framework presented above is used here to capture activ-
ists’ main strategies to fight corruption, their digital literacy level, and open-
ness to digital innovation while telling the story of the selected anti-corruption 
initiatives to access the interplay between the paths of digital technologies and 
activists across time.

Concerned Citizens at the Dawn of the Internet

Two of the most enduring and nationally known anti-corruption bottom-up 
organisations in Brazil are Amarribo and Transparência Brasil, which were 
created in 1999 and 2000, respectively. Since their beginnings, however, they 
have deployed different approaches to curb corruption, including the scope of 
their actions, the type of relationship with public authorities, and the use of 
digital technologies. As expected, they followed completely different interplay 
paths that were, to a great extent, closely linked to the background of their 
initiators.

Amarribo was created by a group of friends who were born, were living or 
had their businesses in Ribeirão Bonito, a town with 12,000 inhabitants located 
260 km from the metropolitan region of São Paulo. Initially committed to other 
causes unrelated to corruption, such as the promotion of culture, tourism, and 
education in the town, this group of friends with backgrounds in law, account-
ing, consultancy, and advertising soon realised that no social project seemed to 
flourish because there was a misuse of public money and influence-peddling in 
the local administration. In addition, the group started receiving reports of inci-
dents of corruption and, hence, decided to pursue an anti-corruption agenda. 
Amarribo, the acronym in Portuguese for ‘associated friends from Ribeirão 
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34 Digital media and grassroots anti-corruption

Bonito’, is one of the first groups that started fighting corruption from the 
grassroots in Brazil at the municipal level, and had been considered a highly 
successful fraud watchdog in the 2000s (Pereira et al., 2009; Montevechi, 
2021). Their work resulted in the impeachment and imprisonment of several 
local politicians, among them two sitting mayors and the president of the local 
council, for misuse of public money. Evidence of corruption spotted by vol-
unteers during their civic accounting was delivered to controlling authorities 
to take the cases to court. In this regard, Amarribo’s main strategy was con-
tentious and grounded in the principal-agent approach. Amarribo also helped 
to raise awareness, following the collective action approach, even with low 
levels of digitalisation. In the 2000s, Amarribo became known nationally by 
organising workshops and distributing more than 120,000 booklets that helped 
establish almost 100 similar institutions throughout the country (Pereira et al., 
2009).

In turn, Transparência Brasil (TB, henceforth) had been initially created 
to be the chapter of Transparency International in Brazil. It was a joint effort 
made by, initially, a group of academics and then by preeminent journalists, 
lawyers, and businessmen with previous expertise in advocacy for improving 
Brazilian anti-corruption legislation. For over a decade the daily routine of 
the organisation was led by Claudio Weber Abramo, a mathematician and 
journalist with previous expertise in computer programming who focused on 
opening governmental data to promote transparency and accountability. Years 
later, Abramo became known as one of the first to introduce data journalism 
in Brazil, and his work influenced other digital initiatives that emerged later. 
Unlike Amarribo, TB neither wanted to be a channel for collecting individual 
reports of incidents of corruption, nor to be an organisation specialised in 
taking cases to court or leading impeachment procedures. During its early 
years, TB produced paper reports on topics such as campaign financing, vote 
buying, and frauds in rural deeds as an attempt to call attention to public 
authorities and public opinion, as the collective action approach suggests. 
A brief look at its portfolio shows that since 2001 TB has also invested heavily 
in digital technologies content to monitor public officials in the form of online 
databases already combining different sources of public open data.5 Although 
developing digital platforms available for everyone with access to the internet, 
according to interviews, the priority of TB during its early days was also the 
mainstream media.

From 2001 to 2017, the project Excelências offered an online database with 
information initially on congressional members and later on members of local 
assemblies and councils. It used open and public data collected manually and 
automatically through a web scraper, such as the incumbent’s mini biography, 
email address, number of votes received in previous elections, attendance at 
voting sessions, and criminal procedures against legislature representatives. 
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35From concerned citizens to civic bots

In the early 2000s, TB also developed other online databases open for consul-
tation, such as Deu no Jornal, a collection of news on corruption published 
in the mainstream media, and Às Claras, which compiled information on 
electoral financing for each candidate from 2002 and 2012. These projects 
have been discontinued, but according to the interviewees, they show how 
Claudio Abramo and his small team were pioneering in using digital tech-
nology to collect data and offer platforms to monitor public officials. Thanks 
to the inputs of Claudio Abramo, who was the first executive director of the 
organisation and kept the position until 2015, the TB had been, since its early 
years, collecting, and organising public data into relevant digital information 
to better inform citizens and strengthen institutions, as summarised by two of 
the interviewees:

All the ideas and all the implementations [were] his [Claudio Abramo’s]. Because 
he had technological knowledge that we didn’t have and don’t have until today. He 
had it, and he chose the right people, who worked and who were able to run these 
projects.6

TB already had this technological footprint, which is due to Abramo’s merit. He is 
a mathematician and has been programming for a long time. He knew what he was 
doing. His son is also a great programmer. And it was there in the TB the first time 
I heard about data scraping. […] And that was…surprising. It was possible!7

TB’s digital anti-corruption and pro-transparency portfolios have been devel-
oped along with a remarkable increase in internet access in Brazil. By 2006, 
local internet service providers were already covering over half of all munici-
palities where almost 90 per cent of the population were living (Almeida et al., 
2017). While TB has been investing in digital solutions, Amarribo’s approach 
has never had digital technologies at its core. In the early 2000s, Amarribo’s 
creators used more phone calls than emails, and its website was created only in 
20048 and its design has not changed much since then. Both TB and Amarribo, 
however, use data and information in more or less analogue formats, and also 
combined the models of principal-agent and collective action to pursue their 
anti-corruption agenda.

Joint Forces for Increasing Transparency and Social Control in the 
Broadband Internet Expansion

Amarribo’s work inspired another analogical initiative named ‘Adopt 
a Municipality’ in which control agents volunteered to be ‘godfathers’, i.e., 
advisors who helped concerned citizens to organise themselves to audit 
and monitor public procurement at the local level. This work was initially 
done with the support of the association of auditors of the Federal Court of 
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Accounts (Auditar, in Portuguese). In 2005, Auditar and other organisations 
created an NGO for monitoring and controlling public expenditures (Instituto 
de Fiscalização e Controle – IFC, in Portuguese). Partnering with Amarribo, 
this new institution gave continuity to the ‘adopt a municipality’ initiative and 
launched the ‘caravans all against corruption’ in which groups of civil servants 
and civil society actors with expertise in accounting and integrity, many of 
them from Amarribo, travelled to different municipalities to meet local author-
ities, and organised civil society representatives and ordinary citizens to talk 
about corruption and transparency in an attempt to engage people on social and 
societal controls at the municipal level. One of the interviewees described how 
the caravans worked:

Usually, we travelled to three towns, we left on a Wednesday night, had a caravan in 
one town on Thursday, in another city on Friday, and in another town on Saturday. 
In each town, we had an extensive programme: meetings with the local powers to 
deal with the corruption issue and with a local NGO to see what they were doing and 
to give suggestions on how to act. And, in the evening, there was a public hearing 
to make the population aware of issues and mobilise them, trying to gather more 
people to help the local NGO.9

This joint effort between activists and state actors attracted media attention and 
inspired the creation of new organisations across the country, most of them 
linked to local business associations or religious groups that also combined 
strategies of raising awareness and civic auditing to curb corruption at the 
local level. In 2004, Maringá, at that time a town with 574,000 inhabitants 
in Southern Brazil, saw a local organisation named SER-Sociedade Ética 
e Responsável (Ethical and Responsible Society) being created to promote 
citizenship through workshops, training, plays on topics such as taxes, public 
expenditures, and elections. Within its structure, a social observatory was 
created in which lawyers, judges, accountants, public civil servants, and stu-
dents would oversee public procurement in the municipality. They operated 
on a volunteer basis. In their first civic auditing, they spotted the overpricing 
of medicines bought by the local health authority and recovered the extra 
money paid illegally. In 2008, from the experience in Maringá, a national 
social movement organisation named Observatório Social do Brasil, or OSB 
(Social Observatory of Brazil, in English) was launched. Their work and goals 
had similarities to what Amarribo was initially doing with the help of the 
IFC. OSB was created as a networked initiative aiming to offer training and 
technical support to citizens in their own municipalities to hold local author-
ities and public services accountable. The OSB’s best practice methodology 
includes a series of precise steps to organise social observatories that monitor 
public procurement and public services by opening public data and joining 
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forces with public authorities to improve governance (Guerzovich & Chies 
Schommer, 2018; Montevechi, 2021).

One of the interviewees who knows well the observatories since their 
origins, highlighted that they are formed by groups of people who already 
know each other and are used to spending time doing offline activities together:

Maybe it is also changing a lot as an effect of the pandemic, but at the beginning, 
I think that the observatories, most of them, arose from these clubs linked to 
Freemasonry here in Santa Catarina and in Paraná states, and clubs of commercial 
associations, lawyers, accountants, retired public servants. So, I would say that they 
arose from a personal connection, from other previous networks of these people who 
already knew each other from other things.10

As Amarribo did, OSB also organised into a network of local organisations that 
prioritise local auditing. According to its website, OSB has already supported 
the creation of over 150 observatories in 17 states. Both Amarribo and OSB 
also deployed during their early years a more analogical approach, prioritising 
face-to-face meetings, training, and paperback handouts, even though when 
it was created the web was already more read-write based, i.e. users had the 
opportunity to share more content. However, from the interviews, it is clear 
that Amarribo and OSB have different views on how technology can be used 
to help their struggles.

Amarribo’s founder said the organisation always used the internet, referring 
to the website. This is not true, as its website domain was registered five years 
after its creation, and the last tweet on the official account was in January 2018:

You see... We always used the internet. The internet was already under develop-
ment, and we had our statute on the website; we had a website. We reported all the 
actions we carried out. The procedures [against the mayor] were also listed there.11

The OSB’s representative, in turn, recognised the importance of embedding 
digital technology into their daily practices, but highlighted other types of 
struggles in this regard, as summarised below.

We would like to have much more technology than we have today. We have the 
minimum. We would like to, but I can’t afford to invest in it. […] I’m in groups of 
civic hackers and corporate hackers. Everybody’s frustration is to create something 
great, and nobody uses it. […] There are things we launch for observatories, and not 
even they use it. This is because people will only use something if it makes sense 
in their daily routine, right? But the main problem is still the [lack of] transparency 
[of public authorities].12

One of the OSB’s representatives also highlights that technology may help 
their job, but it does not replace certain tasks, such as attending face-to-face 
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local biddings, considered extremely important for monitoring public procure-
ment in a municipality where the level of digitalisation and transparency is still 
considered low. Despite some frustrating attempts to develop internal digital 
tools, such as an index and an updated internal digital system to organise and 
store their work, the efforts of OSB to try to stay on track when using the 
existing social media are visible. They keep records on the most popular social 
media applications, including a YouTube channel and a pilot podcast project. 
The IFC, on the other hand, managed to expand its offline actions by incorpo-
rating more advanced technologies designed to improve social accountability 
mainly by engaging ordinary citizens to monitor the quality of public services 
in the capital of Brazil. Then they launched the online survey tool Como Anda 
Meu Ônibus (How is my bus going) and the mobile app Adote um Postinho 
(Adopt a local health centre) that allowed citizens to inspect and evaluate the 
quality and propose improvements in public transportation and in the health 
sectors, respectively. The IFC also created accounts on Twitter, Facebook, 
and Instagram, although, as it happened with OSB, it struggles to maintain and 
grow its digital presence.

Connective Actors and Large-scale Networks in an Increasingly 
Personalised Internet

In Brazil, social media’s popularity has been rapidly increasing. Brazilians 
were early users of social networking services, such as Orkut13, and Facebook 
users, for example, grew from 2.4 million in 2009 to 8.8 million in 2010, to 
35 million in 2011, 130 million in 2021 (G1, 2012; Volpato, 2021). Some 
organisations understood these new trends and were able to incorporate digital 
tactics into their repertoires. This is the case of the MCCE (Movement to 
Combat Electoral Corruption), which from 2007 to 2010 led the campaign to 
convert into law the citizens’ initiative Ficha Limpa (Clean Slate Law). The 
legislation bans candidates from running for public office for eight years if 
their convictions for a list of specific crimes, including corruption charges, 
have been confirmed on appeal (Mattoni & Odilla, 2021, p. 1135). Their cam-
paign started mainly offline, but they introduced new tactical usages of digital 
technologies when the mobilisation was already in an advanced phase when 
they partnered with Avaaz (Mattoni & Odilla, 2021). Along with an online 
petition that was used to keep those who signed informed and engaged, Orkut, 
Facebook, and other social media outlets were used to mobilise people and to 
collect missing wet ink signatures. During the negotiation phase with power 
holders to approve and enact the bill, they combined face-to-face advocacy 
strategies with e-tactics, such as overloading politicians’ email boxes and 
uploading hashtags on Twitter.
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After the successful campaign, the MCCE incorporated the use of social 
media into their daily practices. They also invested in developing digital tools, 
not always to fight corruption per se, but to increase social participation. In 
2017, the MCCE launched, together with the ITS (Institute of Technology and 
Society) from Rio de Janeiro, an application for mobile phones to facilitate 
the collection of signatures for any popular initiative. The app uses blockchain 
technology and allows anyone to upload a bill or sign existing ones. Brazilian 
legislation, however, still requires a number of wet ink signatures equivalent to 
a percentage of the total number of voters for citizens to propose their respec-
tive bills. Years before, in 2011, the MCCE and the IFC had developed the 
initiative Adote um Distrital (Adopt a local MP) to mobilise citizens to monitor 
the local legislature and created a transparency index for ranking local MPs in 
Brasília that could be accessed online.

The MCCE included among its main leaders state bureaucrats, such as 
auditors, inspectors, and judges who joined forces with other state actors to 
pass the Ficha Limpa. Indeed, anti-corruption bureaucrats have been culti-
vating close links and collaborative engagement with civil society actors in 
Brazil for a long time. This is also the case of the Office of the Comptroller 
General (CGU), the anti-corruption agency within the federal executive. First, 
in 2004, it launched a transparency portal where anyone with access to the 
internet can use a search tool to check the federal executive’s expenditures 
with, for example, bidding contracts, social programme payments, civil serv-
ants’ trips, and even monthly salaries paid to government workers (Odilla & 
Rodriguez-Olivari, 2021). Since then, with both support and pressure from 
civil society, the CGU has been developing guidelines for other branches at 
the federal, state, and local levels and also offers data-friendly ‘open-format’ 
information, sponsoring conferences and events such as hackathons to support 
civil society’s inputs, offering training, and also designing and advocating for 
new anti-corruption legislation.14

In the following years, with social media growing fast and more open data 
available, Brazil saw massive street demonstrations starting in June 2013. 
After these protests in which social media played an important role in the 
spread of both the details of the marches and the underlying grievances (among 
them corruption), the country also saw the emergence of other anti-corruption 
organisations and initiatives. Most of them, for example, the Movimento 
Contra Corrupção (Movement Against Corruption, MCC), Movimento Brasil 
Livre (Free Movement Brazil), and Vem pra Rua (Come to the Street), repre-
sent the so-called ‘new right’ in Brazil. Some of the people who created them 
took part in the June 2013 protests and later led the street demonstrations 
in 2015 and 2016 for the impeachment of then-President Dilma Rousseff 
(Montevechi, 2021). These initiatives operate in a very different vein from the 
majority of anti-corruption initiatives in the country, not only because of their 
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use of social media to spread both online and offline protest movements and 
deploy a more disruptive approach. Although most of them openly supported 
prosecutors and judges who brought charges against top-level politicians, 
senior bureaucrats, and powerful businesspeople in Operation Car Wash (Lava 
Jato), they have no formal collaboration with state bureaucrats. In addition, 
they do not carry out specialised monitoring activities like auditing public 
expenditures or cross-checking data to promote transparency, as many other 
anti-corruption initiatives do.

Vem pra Rua, for example, was created by two businessmen in São Paulo 
in 2014. Since then, it has been making heavy use of social media, mainly 
Facebook (2,175,046 followers), Twitter (255,000 followers), and Instagram 
(132,000 followers), and messaging apps such as WhatsApp and Telegram 
to criticise politicians and expose corruption cases by publishing memes, 
re-circulating pieces of news, and calling for marches. They successfully 
created awareness and gained support and official recognition, and they also 
managed to build a large network to organise massive street protests, mainly 
in 2015 and 2016. One of the interviewees, who created a Vem pra Rua in her 
hometown of 92,000 inhabitants, details how she became engaged with the 
group during the first big protest scheduled via Facebook.

Someone scheduled that protest, the one on 15 March 2015. It was all over Brazil. 
I invited so many people through my Facebook page. I thought: if I am inviting, 
I have to be there because I am responsible. And I was there, but those who actually 
created that event [on Facebook in my town] didn’t show up […] And then a group 
started to go down the avenue shouting some chants and protest slogans such as 
“Fora Dilma” (Dilma out), that sort of thing. I loved that; I thought it was great. 
[…] And I ended up the leader of the group. We had to decide between calling our 
group Vem pra Rua (Come to the Street) or MBL. I liked the colours of the MBL, 
but Vem pra Rua seemed more active to me. I started to try to look for it. I started 
contacting people, and we became Vem pra Rua linked to Vem pra Rua São Paulo. 
And then I got involved in all the following protests. We mobilised almost 5,000 
people in our town.15

It is worth mentioning that Vem pra Rua and other similar initiatives were born 
when the web was already more focused on user participation, driven by likes 
and shares. To a large extent, these initiatives follow a logic of connective 
action (Bennett & Segerberg, 2013), which puts individuals connected through 
digital technologies at the centre of anti-corruption discourse. As illustrated 
by the interviewee’s statement, this type of digital network is often based on 
personalised communication logics and loose ties among participants.
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Civic Bots on the Rise of Artificial Intelligence

Meanwhile, non-humans also appeared in this already populated anti-corruption 
scenario. Civic bots have been developed by IT workers motivated by the 
opportunity to use their knowledge to help curb corruption in Brazil. In 2016, 
just after the impeachment of President Rousseff, a group of three tech-savvy 
friends launched the Operação Serenata de Amor (Operation Love Serenade, 
OSA) and created Rosie, a bot that uses machine learning algorithms to 
cross-check MPs’ expenditures using open data, spots suspicious transactions, 
and tweets its findings automatically, asking for help to verify expenditures 
classified as outliers. Using crowdfunding, they applied their knowledge to 
automate a task that the Lower Chamber still does manually (Savaget et al., 
2019). They also created a website named Jarbas to allow people with access to 
the internet to browse the updated Congress members’ expenses and get more 
details on their spending, and made the entire project available on GitHub, 
a repository management platform commonly used to host open-source pro-
jects (Odilla & Mattoni, 2023).

The initiative mobilised over 600 volunteers interested in coding and audit 
trails on Telegram and attracted 39,000 followers on Twitter and 66,000 on 
Facebook. OSA also counted on the help of civil servants from the Brazilian 
Lower Chamber to better organise and release machine-readable data regard-
ing MPs’ expenditures to allow Rosie to work. However, its creators have 
never managed to convince control agents from the Lower Chamber, the 
prosecution service, or the Court of Accounts to open procedures to investigate 
their findings (Odilla & Santos Veloso, forthcoming). Therefore, the creators 
decided to give Rosie an automated Twitter account to publish the names of 
the MPs and their suspicions when spotted by the bot. It was an attempt to 
engage ordinary citizens to increase monitoring and pressure on politicians. 
A contributor who later led OSA explained how it was initiated and its links to 
a programmers’ community:

The Serenata is, to paraphrase the television newsreader William Bonner when 
he introduced it on the Jornal Nacional, a group of very young people who, in an 
individual way, got organised. They saw the opportunity in the money spent with 
parliamentary activities, in the Lower Chamber, that publicises the data. … Serenata 
has always been very close to the Python community. So much so that the first 
sprint, which is when developers get together or curious people also get together to 
give ideas on the project, happened inside the annual meeting with Python Brasil. … 
Many developers engaged in the project because, besides its strong political-social 
appeal of you exposing suspicious expenditures of a congressperson, it also has the 
side of getting us excited to develop [the data cross-checking].16
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In 2018, for financial reasons, OSA was incorporated into the portfolio of Open 
Knowledge Brazil. Rosie and Jarbas are maintained mainly by volunteers 
who are also engaged in a new project named Querido Diário (Dear Gazette), 
which is an attempt to create an automated online updated database of daily 
official gazettes from Brazilian municipalities to allow searches and data 
analysis at the municipal level. The team leading the projects changed, but 
remained active in the Python and open data communities. The new leaders 
also try to mobilise a team of ambassadors, mostly tech-savvy people, to main-
tain the initiatives and create new digital tools updated with the most recent 
web developments.

Over the years, TB has also renewed its team and diversified its portfolio by 
partnering with universities and other social movement organisations. It had, 
for example, invested in WhatsApp chatbots (for example, Edu, the bot), inter-
active applications to crowdsource information on the construction of schools 
(Tá de Pé), and in artificial-intelligence-based tools such as one that monitors 
the prices of food bought for public schools (Tá de Pé Merenda). This priority 
of keeping on track with digital solutions is reflected in the team. In January 
2022, out of the 14 people who are part of TB’s paid staff, seven work with 
data science and software development. According to the interviewees, more 
recently TB has decided to focus on developing tools for activists due to issues 
experienced when trying to engage ordinary citizens: the number of downloads 
and users was disappointing despite the media it attracted, according to three 
interviewees. TB has also strengthened links with the social observatories to 
offer training and new tools to activists.

TB still relies heavily on public data and counts on the help of CGU to have 
access to better quality information, and other partners from public and third 
sectors, such as the Federal University of Campina Grande and the association 
of investigative journalists (Abraji), to develop digital anti-corruption tools. In 
addition, TB’s prolific portfolio, according to one of its representatives, relies 
on the need to attract funds to sustain the organisation:

We have a practical problem to solve: to raise funds. Who do they want to give 
money to? Civic technology tools have been high-level estimates. We tried for 
a long time to get funding for Excelências and we never got it. Donors are biased, 
they want new things. If you say you have a project and you want money to maintain 
it… For example, if it’s something that works well and delivers what it already 
delivers, even if it’s something important, they won’t want it.17

With civic techs being on an upswing and attracting funds, other automated 
civic bots have emerged less known by the general public that also fight cor-
ruption directly or indirectly. In 2020, Abraji, the association of investigative 
journalists, also joined forces with Transparency International in Brazil to 
create the Publique-se, an automated check of whether there are legal pro-
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ceedings that cite politicians as defendants or plaintiffs in the higher, federal, 
and local courts in Brazil. It has already identified 3,445 politicians and offers 
the option to download a list of procedures related to corruption (active and 
passive) and administrative improbity. In 2018, the civic bot Rui was created 
by the news outlet JOTA to monitor and automatically tweet anniversaries of 
proceedings stalled in the country’s highest court, exposing the slowness of 
justice (Odilla, 2023).

Another initiative, named Operação Política Supervisionada (Operation 
Supervised Politics, OPS), also has created a bot to speed up some procedures. 
However, the initiative emerged in 2013 as one of the many ones that used 
social media to engage ordinary citizens in monitoring Brazilian politicians. In 
the case of OPS, it started with a YouTube channel of a seller from Brasília, 
who recorded videos teaching how to access the expenses of congressional rep-
resentatives. The YouTuber also asked for volunteers to go to the headquarters 
of companies hired by politicians and to take pictures and certify they were not 
shell companies (Odilla & Santos Veloso, forthcoming). In December 2021, 
the initiative counted over 200 volunteers who transformed a Telegram group 
into their ‘headquarters’, where they exchange thoughts, make decisions, and 
split the tasks. Among the volunteers, there are IT developers who created the 
RobOps, a bot that does web scraping and cross-checking on the congressional 
people’s expenditures and sends to the initiator, by email, suspicious cases. 
These tech-savvy volunteers also developed an app named OPS Fiscalize 
(OPS Oversight) that allows users to classify expenditures as suspicious or not, 
using their mobile phones. A Twitter bot was also created to raise awareness 
of higher amounts of money spent by MPs. Although it aggregated new digital 
tools, OPS’s initiator resists automating all the auditing steps and values the 
individual work of collaborators, who engage in tasks such as helping make 
requests for access to information in public bodies and manually checking 
receipts in some task forces he organises.

REFLECTING ON THE PATHS OF DIGITAL 
TECHNOLOGIES AND ANTI-CORRUPTION FROM 
GRASSROOTS

Considering the intersection framework and the empirical data presented 
in this chapter, it was possible to observe highly digitally heterogeneous 
anti-corruption and pro-accountability civil society initiatives. As implied 
in Table 2.1 and detailed next, there are cases of coevolution at the same 
time as cases of coexistence and convergence in the Brazilian bottom-up 
anti-corruption initiatives.

Coevolution – It is possible to argue that those initiatives with a high level 
of digitally literate anti-corruption activists are more likely to engage with the 
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digital innovation evolution. The long trajectory of TB, for example, illustrates 
well the co-evolutionary path between digital technologies and anti-corruption 
from the grassroots. Since it was created, TB has always been led by digitally 
literate activists and people open to digital innovation with medium to high 
levels of tech capabilities. Findings also suggest that it was not just this impor-
tant feature that makes TB’s path share close interaction and evolve together 
with the digital technologies available across time. The fact that the organisa-
tion depends on funding, mainly obtained from international donors, has also 
influenced its higher-tech path. The Brazilian cases, however, also suggest 
that the paths of anti-corruption efforts and technologies do not always evolve 
together, as implied by the analytical model.

Convergence – The OSB, for example, has never managed to create more 
advanced tools, despite their willingness to do so and attempts to keep track 
of digital technology advancement. Although the OSB leaders (who have 
medium to low tech capacities and resources) recognise the value of technolo-
gies and often partner with more high-tech initiatives such as the TB to expand 
their digital strategies for raising awareness, mobilising people and monitoring 
public expenditures at the local level, they stress the importance of offline 
action. To them, having headquarters and at least one local leader coordinating 
volunteers, as well as in-person meetings with authorities and other offline 
activities such as following public biddings face-to-face is crucial to achieve 
their goals.

Other initiatives, on the other hand, managed to converge more easily into 
a more digital environment at a certain point of their trajectories, although 
they also value a combination of online and offline efforts. This is the case 
of the MCCE, which, as OSB does, also operates by both collective action 
and principal-agent logic, i.e. by raising awareness while at the same time 
investing in advocacy to improve electoral anti-corruption legislation. In the 
case of MCCE, the presence of activists very open to digital solutions was 
observed despite their medium level of digital literacy. A similar convergence 
path was also followed by the IFC which initially supported the offline actions 
of Amarribo and later invested in creating online platforms as an attempt to 
engage people in civic auditing. One of these initiatives, the online platform to 
measure the level of transparency of local assemblies and councils, was carried 
out together with the MCCE. Due to the lack of internal capacities, the devel-
opment of more advanced technology used by both initiatives was outsourced.

Another case of convergence is the OPS. They incorporated some emerging 
technologies that were a trend at that time, such as an interactive app and a bot 
across time without replacing its original digital practices. Although its leader 
does not consider himself tech-savvy, he is very open to digital innovation 
and managed to attract over 200 volunteers who have never been all together 
face-to-face and interact mainly on Telegram. Among them, there are highly 
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digitally literate collaborators who are encouraged by the leader to find digital 
solutions for their struggles. At the same time, he provides guidelines and 
encourages the participation of those who are not highly IT-skilled. Although 
when OPS was created in 2013, the web in Brazil was still in a mostly 
read-write phase in which user participation prevailed, the initiative has 
rapidly incorporated a more read-write-create format focused on user cooper-
ation, which is a key feature of a new stage of the web. OPS, however, keeps 
maintaining the YouTube channel, a blog and engaging people on social media 
and resists automating all the auditing procedures they have been doing.

Coexistence – OSA, in turn, is an interesting case of an initiative that was 
born when web features were already advanced and allowed tech-savvy 
people to automate procedures to the extent it only needs maintenance and 
nothing more. Although OSA’s Rosie still seems updated and advanced when 
compared to other digital anti-corruption initiatives, at six years of age it has 
never been updated and its future may be simply to co-exist with the technol-
ogies that come next. This was exactly the case with Amarribo, that for over 
20 years merely kept a website and used emails and social media. In overall 
terms, Amarribo exemplifies how an anti-corruption initiative can simply 
co-exist with all the advances observed in the technological arena. It is true that 
Amarribo lost influence and the capacity to lead a network with over a hundred 
similar local organisations over the years, but by the end of 2021, they still 
existed, although in what we can call a dormant stage. Their website seemed 
stuck in the past, as were its social media accounts. Amarribo’s key leaders are 
still the ones who created it in 2000 and they are people who value in-person 
activities pursue their goals that are largely related to taking cases to court or to 
lead impeachment procedures. In addition, Amarribo’s leaders have low tech 
capacities and low digital literacy and did not manage to leave room for more 
tech savvy collaborators.

The cases analysed here suggest the existence of different paths of interplay 
between digital technologies and anti-corruption from the grassroots that are 
closely linked to activists’ digital literacy and interest in innovative digital 
tools. Findings also show that activists’ analytical, managerial, and, mainly, 
financial capabilities to follow the evolutionary path of the web may also be 
a determinant factor to explain the type of path they follow regarding the use 
of digital technologies. One can argue that the combination of digital literacy 
with technological and financial capabilities, however, cannot be detached 
from a broader context, such as the scope and main goals of the anti-corruption 
initiatives. Indeed, our findings suggest that those initiatives more focused on 
local accountability often face issues of having access to digitalised public 
data, because active transparency is much more advanced at the federal level 
in Brazil. Therefore, it is expected that they invest more in face-to-face interac-
tions due to the lack of easily accessible digital data, for example.
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However, although an understanding of the overall scope and goals of 
the initiatives is important, it does not seem enough to explain whether their 
respective evolutionary paths and practices will co-evolve with digital tech-
nologies. The cases analysed showed that no matter whether the initiatives 
operate in more collective action, principal-agent, or a mix of both logics, their 
digital paths still vary a lot and are highly dependent on initiators and their 
capabilities. Also, the empirical data provided in this chapter does not allow us 
to state that the stage of digital features available when initiatives are initiated 
will determine whether their intersecting paths will necessarily co-evolve or 
eventually converge with technological advancements, although it is more 
likely that they were initiated already embedded into the current status of the 
web. For example, initiatives that were born in a more advanced web stage 
and that fight corruption from a more collective action viewpoint, such as the 
Vem pra Rua and the other right-wing groups, have since their creation been 
making use of the same e-tactics. Social media is still increasingly popular in 
Brazil and, therefore, they keep using the existing platforms to recycle pieces 
of news and publish cards or memes to call attention to their political agendas 
and mobilise people to their online and offline events.

The current web stage, based on read-write-create-cooperate formats, offers 
room for new types of anti-corruption technologies, and at the same time poses 
a challenge for organisations and governments wishing to engage ordinary 
citizens in a highly competitive market for users. Findings suggested that even 
initiatives that are more in tune with technological advances, such as the easier 
access of mobile phones that are impacting internet usage, find it challenging 
to mobilise ordinary citizens. For instance, in June 2021, 48.16 per cent of the 
web traffic in Brazil was via mobile phones (Statista, 2021). Not by chance, 
TB launched the mobile app Tá de Pé and then converted it into a WhatsApp 
chatbot precisely because Brazilians use the internet mainly to stay in touch 
with each other via audio and text messages or video calls. Still, their initiative 
to make ordinary citizens monitor the construction of schools resulted in a low 
number of users, frustrating TB’s activists. The Rosie bot on Twitter also has 
low rates of interaction, despite its 40,000 followers.

As can be seen, even when anti-corruption efforts make full use of the 
breadth of technology available, engagement can be challenging. No matter 
how technology lowers the costs and barriers to people’s participation, evi-
dence suggests that is not enough for digital technologies simply to exist to 
have activists staying updated with technological advancements to develop 
new anti-corruption and accountability tools as well as to prosper in creating 
awareness and attracting public support.
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CONCLUSIONS

This chapter assessed eight bottom-up anti-corruption initiatives that emerged 
in the past 20 years in Brazil to explore how the development of anti-corruption 
efforts intertwines with the evolution of digital technologies. The empirical 
evidence, analysed through a retrospective longitudinal approach, suggests 
that there are cases of co-evolution at the same time as cases of coexistence 
and convergence, despite the rapidly developing technologies over the past 
two decades. The Brazilian cases allow us to conclude that the transformation 
of digital technologies and anti-corruption efforts do not necessarily go hand 
in hand, but may follow different patterns of interplay.

This chapter, therefore, challenges the high expectation of a linear interplay 
between anti-corruption initiatives and digital technologies developments. 
Looking at the intersection of digital technologies and the fertile environment 
of anti-corruption initiatives in Brazil suggests that the path does not depend 
only on the stage of the web and its level of access. The digital literacy and 
capabilities of activists are crucial to recognising that there are cases of coevo-
lution at the same time as cases of coexistence and convergence. This helps to 
advance the recognition of a wider range of socio-technical dynamics of digital 
technologies and anti-corruption initiatives and also helps advance a better 
understanding of the not always normative position of technology that scholars 
have traditionally emphasised, especially in the fight against corruption.

The lessons learned here may be valid for other cases not related only to 
Brazil, and testing this evolutionary path in other contexts will expand our still 
limited understanding of the use and sustainability of digital technologies to 
fight corruption. It seems crucial to decipher this diverse range of social and 
political actors who fully embrace digital technologies to fight corruption, 
increase transparency, and/or improve accountability, including state bureau-
crats. In the case of Brazil, governmental agents have played an important 
role in sponsoring anti-corruption activists by organising events, training 
citizens, and opening data. Providing empirical evidence on different types of 
interaction between state agents and anti-corruption activists is also relevant 
to broaden the field of anti-corruption studies. It is also critical to expand the 
reflections regarding the integrity and governance of anti-corruption digital 
tools and the collection of interrelated digital technologies that activists often 
deploy.

Further research on these topics should also consider deploying a longitudi-
nal approach to contrast, as is the case in this chapter, anti-corruption practices 
that were already there with the ones that were not, and emerged as a result of 
technological innovations. Moreover, a retrospective analysis may also allow 
us to observe whether activists change their priorities due to the development 
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of digital technologies and this should be better explored by future research 
on the topic. Even if a new era of the web rapidly becomes established, a ret-
rospective longitudinal look is still valid to delve into choices and impacts 
considering the circumstances of the time. Informing the present depends on 
the past and is essential to the future. One cannot understand what is happening 
today without understanding what came before, as Steve Jobs said to explain 
why he spent so much time with the older generation in Silicon Valley (Berlin, 
2015).

NOTES

1.	 The author acknowledges that the research for this chapter has been conducted 
at the Department of Political and Social Sciences at the University of Bologna 
in the framework of the BIT-ACT project funded by the European Research 
Council (ERC) under the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innova-
tion program (grant agreement No 802362).

2.	 We borrow the von Bülow et al., (2019, p. 2) definition of digital activist prac-
tices (DAP), which understands DAP as ‘proactive actions that seek to achieve 
political impacts in a particular context through the use of digital tools’.

3.	 The work of Instituto Ethos, created in 1998, and the organisation Contas 
Abertas, initiated in 2005, is recognised here as extremely valuable for improv-
ing ethical values and integrity among companies and controlling public 
expenditure, respectively. However, the history of these two organisations is not 
assessed here because their main target audience has not been ordinary citizens 
but corporations interested in promoting ethics in business in the case of Instituto 
Ethos, and journalists and other organisations interested in monitoring public 
expenditures in the case of Contas Abertas.

4.	 One out of four people in Brazil still has no access to the internet. In total, this 
represents some 46 million people with no web access (Tokarnia, 2020).

5.	 See www​.transparencia​.org​.br/​projetos. Retrieved on January 6, 2022.
6.	 Interview with CS03_INT006_INIACT conducted on 07/12/2021, São Paulo.
7.	 Interview with CS03_INT005_ITDEV conducted on 07/12/2021, São Paulo.
8.	 See https://​whois​.domaintools​.com/​amarribo​.org​.br. Retrieved on January 6, 

2022.
9.	 Interview with CS00_INT008_EXP01 conducted on 20/08/2020, online.
10.	 Interview with CS00_INT004_EXP02 conducted on 31/07/2020, online.
11.	 Interview with GG_CS00_INT004 conducted on 03/12/2021, São Paulo.
12.	 Interview with CS00_INT012_INIACT conducted on 26/01/2022, online.
13.	 Orkut, initially launched in 2004 and named after its creator Orkut Büyükkökten, 

can be considered the ‘grandad’ of social networking. It was shut down com-
pletely by Google in 2014.

14.	 In 2011, the CGU and civil society organisations, among them TB, worked 
together to pressure Congress to pass Brazil’s Freedom of Information Act (Lei 
de Acesso à Informação, LAI) which became law (Odilla and Rodriguez-Olivari, 
2021). In 2012, 1,300 representatives of many anti-corruption grassroots organ-
isations met in Brasília at the first National Conference on Transparency and 
Social Control (Conferência Nacional sobre Transparência e Controle Social, 
Consocial), organised and sponsored by the CGU to discuss proposals to improve 
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anti-corruption mechanisms. Also, in 2012, the CGU hosted in Brasília the 15th 
International Anti-Corruption Conference (IACC), co-organised by Amarribo 
and Transparency International and Instituto Ethos, another NGO created in the 
early 2000s to promote ethical business and fight corporate corruption.

15.	 Interview with CS01_INTER17_USER conducted on 04/11/2021, online.
16.	 Interview with GG_CS01_INT003_EXP01 conducted on 24/07/2020, online.
17.	 Interview with CS03_INT003_INIACT conducted on 03/12/2021, online.
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