
Fostering Socially Just Care in Digital 
Communities: The Case of Two 
Alternative Academic Spaces

Giulia Ganugi

University of Bologna

Eleonora Marocchini

Institute for Globally Distributed Open Research and Education

Abstract: The orientation of collective care is barely present within the current 
academic system, which perpetuates the idea of individualistic care, dismissing 
common vulnerabilities and psychological disorders. Injecting feminist ethics 
of care into academia is a means to resist the individualistic logic of neoliberal 
pressures and repoliticize academic life. In this sense, care-full scholarship is 
about taking care of both the academics and the research publics, organizing 
alternative spaces to develop new modes of research and intentional com-
munities. What is currently under debate, following a long multidisciplinary 
academic tradition on the concept of care, is the turn from an individual and 
sanitary approach towards social and collective dimensions of care, nurturing 
a community’s well-being. Following Bali and Zamora’s idea of socially just 
care through parity of participation, where the care responsibility and the po-
wer to design their experiences are distributed among all members of a com-
munity, as well as literature on online forms of care through digital tools, we 
analyse two 2-years-long experiential and creative academic practices co-cre-
ated by two early career researchers and their growing online communities 
– DiverGent and Innovative Academia. Through an auto/ethnographic me-
thodology, we investigate two main research questions: to what extent do 
these experiences develop a socially just care? How does the digital dimension 
favour or hinder its formation? We argue that both projects create alternative 
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spaces disseminating scholarship to a wider group of stakeholders, through 
unconventional, more accessible, and slower dynamics, contributing to col-
lective care by sharing practices that can be reproduced elsewhere.

Keywords: Social Justice, Co-creation, Care, Participation, Academia, Digital 
Communities.

Introduction

The Neoliberal turn of academia established an individualised, comparative 
and competitive working environment (Boynton, 2021), producing greater 
pressure on academics and perpetuating inequalities towards minorities (e.g. 
women, queer and disabled people) especially during the early-career phase, 
making academia (not only but also) a place of exploitation, inaccessibility, 
precarity, prejudice and abuse (Ahmed, 2012). The COVID-19 pandemic 
has worsened the working conditions and it has been accompanied by the 
disinterest of departments and universities towards the psychological health 
of their academics (Ling, 2022). However, the mental health of both students 
and staff within academia is not a new research focus (Brown, 2016; Morrish, 
2019). Early-career researchers, and in particular PhD students, are variously 
investigated and the results of different studies agree about their greater ex-
posure to mental diseases such as anxiety and depression (Evans, Bira, Gaste-
lum, Weiss, and Vanderford, 2017). The major causes for this status are the 
lack of a clear vision of future possibilities and the absence of people with 
whom talking about inappropriate working conditions, due to the fear of 
stigma, retaliation or negative impact on the career (Levecque et al., 2017).

Within this framework, the paper aims to question flaws and shortcom
ings of traditional academia, reflecting on two alternative and informal aca-
demic practices, co-created by two early career researchers and their growing 
online communities. This kind of project is eligible for other reflections and 
analyses based on close but different conceptualisations and operationali-
sations, such as Affinity Groups (Levecque, et al., 2017) and Third Places 
(Gachago et al., 2021), which, however, move away from the level of acade-
mic elaboration and the construction of scientific knowledge both in terms 
of fastness/slowness and in terms of social justice in the exercise of these 
practices,1 which is what we are interested in. The first two sections develop 

1  Affinity groups are loosely organised social and cultural settings in which the work of 
teaching tends to be shared by many people, in many locations, who are connected 
by a shared interest or passion. Third places, as defined by Gachago and colleagues 
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the theoretical framework, building on the concept of care and focusing on 
the orientation of collective care, the conceptualisation of socially just care, 
the lens of co-creation, and the role of online forms of care. Afterwards, the 
auto/ethnographic methodology employed for the analysis is presented, as 
well as the authors’ standpoint. The results section describes the evolution of 
Accademia Innovativa and DiverGente, the two creative academic practices 
objects of the analysis, which are eventually discussed in relation to a socially 
just and co-created form of care.

Collective care as co-created care

In contemporary academia, the orientation of care, particularly of collective 
care, is barely present and not structurally implemented within the current 
academic system (Longley, Sturm, and Yoon, 2021). Rather, the idea of care 
takes on an individual connotation, generating a lack of acknowledgement 
towards common vulnerabilities (The Care Collective, 2020) and psycho-
logical disorders (Evans, et al., 2017) and contemplating only a focus on 
self-care as a methodology of resilience-building (Chamberlain, 2020). Even 
if individual actions are absolutely important, self-help can promote neolibe-
ral ideas of self-modification, individualisation, resilience, and success, but not 
community organising, connecting or addressing root causes of discomfort 
or disadvantage (Boynton, 2021). Therefore, reflecting on how to inject a fe-
minist ethic of care into academia and diffuse the approach of care to a wider 
collectivity is a necessary means to resist the individualistic logic of neoliberal 
pressure (Mountz et al, 2015) and repoliticize academic life (Bozalek, 2017).

Considering the broader Human Rights sector and building on the femi-
nist understanding of self-care as a political act, Chamberlain (2020) proposes 
the idea of collective care as institutionalised self-care. In her view, to achieve 
this type of care, it is critical that people in power within organisations set 
the example and generate policy or collective strategies. Examples of institu-
tionalised self-care resemble the Manifesto of the Slow Scholarship (Mountz 
et al., (2015) and regard paying attention to the actual amount of time col-
leagues spend working, making sure to take lunch breaks, asking colleagues 
to avoid sending messages outside of traditional office hours unless necessary, 
encouraging or facilitating the taking of leave and the respect of dynamics like 
gender and parenthood (Chamberlain, 2020). Two types of care are involved: 

building on the original conceptualisation, are informal, now often virtual, semi-public 
places where academics, staff, and students connect with one another. The primary 
value of third places is civic and can serve as the primary site for developing social 
capital or strengthening social bonds between individuals.
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caring about, which refers to an initial, though not granted, attention to un-
met caring needs of another person and subsequent emotional investment 
in their problems and concerns, and caring for, which involves making sure 
said needs are met and is, therefore, more practical and composed of tasks 
(Bowlby, 2011).

Some views of care, such as Tronto’s, elaborate on these types and con-
sider a third one, caring with, which consists in engaging in practices not 
just to care for other people, but to preserve and maintain the community it
self, in which everyone shares responsibilities and the burden of helping their 
community to hold. While such a collective effort appears to be difficult to 
achieve, this type of care can also manifest in settings where power dynamics 
seem inevitable, such as educational contexts, through a pedagogy of care 
that increases the agency of care recipients in these contexts, if caring for im-
plies surveying learners before or while offering options, caring with involves 
open discussions about care needs and rights between educators and learners, 
as Gachago and colleagues (2022) suggest following Bali (2024) and propos
ing the Compassionate Learning Design.

Bali and Zamora (2022) developed the Equity-Care matrix, elaborating 
on the multiple shades of care and its features to be democratic. Indeed, “to 
care well requires the recognition that care is relational […] caring in a de-
mocratic society is highly participatory, and, at the very least, depends upon 
honest inclusion of everyone’s perspectives” (Tronto, 2013, p. 140). But it is 
also true that care and the responsibility of care imply power relations (Tron-
to, 2013) and do not entail only virtuous behaviour and values. Care can be 
harmful too, coming from instrumental motivations and lacking any nurtur
ing (hooks, 2004). Therefore, the results of care can be balanced, resulting 
in reciprocity and relationality, or unbalanced, resulting in inequity and the 
disempowerment of care recipients. The coexistence of equity and care gener
ates socially just care (Bali and Zamora, 2022): in this case, people have the 
power to design their own experiences and choices of how they will take care 
of each other, creating – physical or ideal – hospitable space where everyone 
can participate and join on their terms (White and Tronto, 2004). Therefore, 
socially just care promotes parity of participation in its designs and planned 
processes and nurtures self-determination, agency and justice for all involved 
(Bali and Zamora, 2022).

Approaching collective care in these terms recalls the concept of social 
justice as defined by the sociological literature on welfare and the co-creation 
of public services (Bransden, Verschuere, and Steen, 2018). Co-creation is 
the process of service ideation, design, production and delivery in which mul-
tiple stakeholders – at different territorial scales and institutional levels – may 
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participate. It is seen as a tool to achieve sustainable development and create 
well-being for all, leaving no one behind (Heimburg, Ness, and Storch, 2021) 
and seems to answer the desire to create fairer, more sustainable, and more 
connected societies in the face of increasingly complex challenges with which 
public organisations struggle (Leino and Puumala, 2021). Social justice of 
co-creation is conceptualized as the extent to which people from different so-
cietal groups or backgrounds are included and are capable of participating in 
the process. In other words, it depends on the extent to which 1) the project 
leads to equity and the fair inclusion of the greatest variety of stakeholders 
and 2) the project allows for real participation, empowerment and enable-
ment of people (Verschuere et al., 2018; Prandini and Ganugi, 2024).

By linking the idea of socially just care with the definition of social justice 
in co-creation, the concept of collective co-created care can be developed. 
When everyone in the group or community takes responsibility for taking 
care of every other member, they also become the recipients of everybody 
else’s care, regardless of their individual characteristics. Thus, socially just care 
becomes co-created and emerges as the interactional signature of said group 
or community, a distinctive feature of its organizational setting.

Online forms of care

So far the most investigated practices of online care concern digital health 
(Lupton, 2018; Maturo and Moretti, 2018) and welfare (Bonomi et al., 
2020) and the marginalised communities of minorities such as queer, diver-
gent and disabled communities (Cavalcante, 2016; Hillier et al., 2012). Even 
considering potential downsides, these studies generally suggest that online 
forms of care can be viable and sometimes even more effective alternatives 
than offline care relationships. Indeed, digital platforms may offer safe and 
horizontal spaces, capable of creating a sense of belonging, trust and inclusi-
on among people who would be territorially or culturally distant from each 
other in the offline dimension.

Moreover, digital supports permit the involvement of more diverse 
groups of people and the deviation from traditional and formal notions of 
care (Byron, 2021). In the digital cultures of care, experience is important: 
“Having and sharing lived experience offers a significant form of care that 
is less easily found in one’s everyday physical surroundings. […] Sometimes 
care is simply about feeling seen and heard, and not giving/seeking advice or 
counsel” (Byron, 2021, p. 174). In terms of the difference between caring 
for and caring about, online practices of care may take more often the form 
of emotional investment (caring about). However, the affordances of social 
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media and digital platforms foster multiple spaces and dimensions of care, 
including new ways to care for and about others, and new modes of feeling 
seen, heard, and cared for (Byron, 2021). For instance, ‘caring for’ is translat
able – among many other actions – in sharing information, giving feedback, 
learning from and with others, amplifying the needs and feelings of others, 
and validating people’s feelings, through reactions of appreciation, responses, 
(semi-)public discussion, private messaging, re-posting, or tagging.

Within communities or groups of stakeholders, it is possible to interpret 
the content, knowledge, support, and help exchanged online as co-created 
material or, indeed, care. Existing studies on co-creation have investigated 
the impact of digital technologies on empowering of individuals and collec-
tives, and substantially increasing the opportunities for more personalized 
and demand-driven services (Meijer, 2012). However, giving individuals a 
voice does not necessarily mean that people are empowered as real co-cre-
ators (Lember, Brandsen, and Tonurist, 2019). Indeed, when considering the 
role of digital technologies, it is crucial to avoid the risk of techno-optimism, 
because it tends to ignore the profound uncertainties and risks that come with 
technological devices and online spaces (O’Neil, 2016).

Obviously, specific technologies affect co-creation in different ways, de-
pending on the contexts and the type of people involved. In general, the 
online dimension has an impact on four elements of the co-creation process 
(Lember, Brandsen, and Tonurist, 2019).

A.	 Establishing direct interactions, allowing for more efficient informa-
tion flows, through real-time access to and exchange of information, 
enabling a radical increase in the scale and collectiveness of interac-
tion, and favouring people to join up and get in touch with other 
individuals, informal collectives and formal organizations.

B.	 Motivating participation, by lowering the threshold to engage, mak
ing information and knowledge more available and offering incenti-
ves through gamification strategies.

C.	 Collecting new resources, in terms of ideas, opinions, solutions and data 
from many different individuals and groups thus making the resources 
not only more numerous in quantity but also more rich in quality.

D.	 Sharing decision-making, thanks to the greater availability of means of 
communication to organise open, inclusive and participatory processes.

Therefore, the online dimension surely offers different conditions to (re)pro-
duce and share care compared to traditional academic practices. Nevertheless, 
since the orientation of collective care is barely present within contemporary 
academia, reflexivity about shifting from the offline to the online dimension 
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for the very few forms of care that exist is totally absent in traditional aca-
demic practices. However, recently, some preliminary examples of this have 
been proposed by untenured early career researchers and independent scho-
lars. In the present contribution, we analyze two creative and alternative digi-
tal practices. Building on this composite framework of socially just, co-created 
care in online spaces, we explore two research questions: (1) to what extent 
do these practices develop socially just and co-created care and (2) how does 
the digital dimension favour or hinder its formation?

These questions necessarily bring into play concepts of accessibility, in-
clusion, participation, responsibility and power dynamics within the proposed 
digital practices, which the analysis reflects on to evaluate and potentially offer 
insights on innovations for more sustainable work in traditional academia.

Methodology

The present paper adopts an auto/ethnographic methodological approach, 
exploring whether alternative digital academic practices can develop a socially 
just care within a slow academic model, by providing personal and auto/
ethnographic accounts of our experiences living and growing out of traditi-
onal academia as two early-career and untenured researchers and online cre-
ators, using collective co-created care as a theoretical framework.

Reflecting on our role as creators of the online projects and spaces we will 
analyze, we choose not to speak for others inhabiting them, rather, we rely 
on auto/ethnography conceived as a unique methodology drawing upon both 
narrative research and autobiography as well as ethnography, as it ensures our 
writing will be programmatically personal as well as political (McCarthy, 2016).

We refer to our methodology as auto/ethnographic, as we both engage  
in reflexivity on our respective projects, but we also participated in each 
other’s projects, thus reflecting and providing feedback and ideas on the 
other’s project both while participating and while working through the ana-
lysis, which we present through an analytical-interpretive perspective. While 
considering the researchers’ personal experience as a viable source of data 
and a worth-exploring window onto situated phenomena, auto/ethnography 
aims at connecting the individual’s perspective and autobiography to wider 
cultural, social, and political understandings, transcending self-narrative and 
engaging in cultural analysis (Chang, 2008). Through our analytical-inter-
pretive writing we try to provide traces of these links between our stories and 
the broader context of the frameworks we have introduced, discussing our 
experience while reporting it. However, our analysis slightly differs from a 
classic duoethnography in that, rather than critically juxtaposing our stories, 
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we largely preserved our individual perspectives on our own project, while 
also providing our perspectives on the other’s, where our role as participants 
shaped our point of view as not just a different personal interpretation of the 
same phenomenon but as a different perspective in terms of the potential 
power dynamics involved.

Since our projects were publicly presented on social media and variously 
participated and commented upon since their launch and at every announced 
change and new edition of their nested projects, we could avoid over-relying 
on our memory as the primary source of data: we complemented each other’s 
internal data both as internal-external observers and participants to the other’s 
project and through external data from other sources, such as emails, posts 
on social media and messages on our platforms, as a bases for triangulation, 
enhancing accuracy and validity of our auto/ethnographic analysis. The writ
ing process was shared and constantly commented on and polished through 
mutual observations, often aimed at highlighting each other’s involuntary 
tendencies to reproduce dynamics interiorized through academic fastness as 
well as excessive self-criticism; in a way, each author contributed to the other’s 
project by injecting slowness in their own judgment of its progress.

Objects of analysis

DiverGente is a free telegram group of more than 500 (neuro)diverse people 
and a series of low-cost online monthly meetings started in September 2021, 
where neurodiversity-related topics chosen by the community are presented 
by its creator and discussed from both the (neuro)scientific and the social 
movements’ perspective, sometimes hosting guests with diverse competences 
and experiences.

Accademia Innovativa is a Discord community which was born in Sep-
tember 2021 and where undergraduates, postgraduates, PhD students, re
search fellows, and people working outside the university, but somehow in-
volved in research discuss their studies and research, research methodologies, 
and strategies to advance academically while also preserving their mental  
health. Besides its founder, other three members took a formal responsibility 
in animating the community.

Results

The results of the auto/ethnographic analysis report on our positioning 
as researchers in both traditional academia and these alternative academic  
spaces: an analytical-interpretive description of these spaces and the roles we, 
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as creators, and other participants and co-creators inhabited and performed. 
The analysis focuses on accessibility and participation and discusses what these  
actually mean in situated practice in terms of socially just co-created care.  
Although we have discussed and will discuss our analysis together, our writing 
on our respective projects will be written in first-person singular pronouns, 
to reveal the author’s personal narratives as such. The “I” in the Accademia 
Innovativa section is Giulia Ganugi, while the “I” in the DiverGente section 
is Eleonora Marocchini.

Accademia innovativa

Accademia Innovativa (Innovative Academia, from now on AI) was born in 
September 2021, while I was a post-doc researcher, reflecting on my just-end
ed doctoral experience. Indeed, during my PhD, I suffered from psychological 
anxiety disorders, which landed me in hospital several times. The psychoso-
matic nature of my malaise was only diagnosed in my third PhD year when I 
started psychotherapy. Session after session I understood I was not wrong or 
inadequate for academic work, rather I was suffering from the lack of future 
perspectives, supervision and peer network. I also talked about my feelings 
with some of my most trusted PhD and post-doc colleagues: I discovered that 
all of them had lived similar experiences and shared my same difficulties, but 
none of us felt safe enough to ask for help within the academic environment.

Contemporarily, from September 2020, I started to use my Instagram 
profile to share content about sociology and academic careers. The number 
of people following me increased as well as the requests for information and 
explanations about the necessary steps to take during the PhD and to pro-
ceed with the career afterwards. The most asked questions concerned, on the 
one hand, practical aspects such as how to apply for conferences, check the 
contractual and social security conditions, organize visiting periods abroad, 
and prepare PhD, post-doc or tenure track applications. On the other hand, 
they were focused on how to deal with social aspects of academic life such as 
the relationship with the supervisors and peers, the collaborative versus com-
petitive working environments, and the balance between private and familiar 
needs and academic demands.

I realised that the process of socialization into the academic profession 
was not adequate, when not completely absent. At the same time, I felt some
how responsible for preventing other PhD students from suffering my same 
psychological malaise or at least from feeling lonely. The list of feminist stra-
tegies to develop a slow scholarship, and in particular the third point “orga-
nise”, inspired me to create a space for a new mode of scholarship and trust 
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community (Mountz et al., 2015), which could offer support to students 
and untenured researchers and where they could learn from each other, in a 
collaborative, horizontal and inclusive way.

AI is located on a Discord server, which allows for organizing textual or 
vocal conversation in different channels based on topics (e.g. academic path, 
events and announcements, inspirations, networking, methods and writing). 
The access is completely free, and it does not require personal identification. I 
chose it because it gives the power of voice to every member, allowing for the 
exchange of every type of content and the possibility of meeting in dedicated 
rooms. At the moment, AI is inhabited by 345 members, most of whom are 
PhD students. Though there are also bachelor and master students, post-doc 
researchers, and to a minor extent tenure track researchers, and independent 
researchers.

My role is to facilitate and animate the space. I welcome new members, 
giving some guidelines to navigate the channels, and propose conversation 
topics to trigger interaction and participation. The topics concern both spe-
cific scientific contents and aspects of the academic working environment, 
allowing AI members to talk about and exchange practices of slower work, 
such as the manifesto of slow scholarship suggests to do to achieve a more 
sustainable working approach. In the first months of AI life, I organised So-
ciological Dialogues every two weeks in a dedicated vocal channel to create 
moments of socialisation and to talk about theoretical concepts or method
ological research. The members participating in this activity were in a range 
between 8 and 15, depending on the topic and their availability in the chosen 
timeslot. Then during the year 2022, two PhD students proposed new activi-
ties: the ideation and decision process towards the design of the new activities 
never followed a linear path or resulted from a singular statement, rather 
they came from an iterative exchange of collective needs and ideas among us, 
resembling the dimension of caring with (Gachago, Bali, and Pallitt, 2022; 
Tronto, 2013).

So, AI started to host three other collective activities: a) the STS read
ing group; b) the Co-working; and c) the Writing sessions. The reading 
group about Science and Technology Studies was coordinated by one of the  
above-mentioned PhD students and developed once a month. The material 
to read was collectively selected by the groups of participants and served as a 
starting point to reflect together during the meeting. The Co-working and 
Writing sessions were initially proposed by the other PhD student and were 
then coordinated by the three of us in rotation. The sessions consisted of 
writing or working remotely each on her file but together in the same online 
room, using the break moments to share our difficulties and strategies in the 
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writing/working process or to simply socialise. These three types of collective 
activities represent a possibility for each member to take a dedicated time on 
reading and writing, which are often rush and lonely activities in tradition
al academia. The care is expressed towards the self and other members, by 
devoting more time to the dialogue among academics and the exchange of 
experiences about analysing a text or writing a publication, which might help 
junior phd students or post docs with less experience. Moreover, since after 
the Covid pandemic the offline life started again to run after meetings, tea-
ching and fieldwork, managing to cross agendas, meet collectively and ac-
tually disconnect from the offline dimension to connect in the online space 
means slowing down and caring about the community. At the same time, the 
regular frequency of the activities and the freedom to participate or not allow 
every member to join only when feasible with their workload. Besides these 
activities, in January 2024 another member of AI, currently working outside 
academia after her PhD, took the responsibility to coordinate and animate 
three new textual channels dedicated to the working perspectives after the 
PhD, to offer moments of discussion on how to look for a job and discuss 
pros and cons of the decision to leave academia.

Considering the AI evolution, the responsibility to manage and care for 
the space has spread from me to other three people. Nevertheless, at the same 
time, the lack of initiative by the members in proposing new activities or even 
just conversation topics calls for a constant presence of someone animating 
and maintaining the community. This is why, at the moment, the collective 
activities are interrupted, and the conversation flows are reduced. My preg-
nancy and maternity leave and the final PhD stage of the two PhD students 
sharing the activities’ coordination did not allow us to dedicate the same 
amount of time to AI’s community. The remaining members can be divided 
into a group of people (the majority) who entered the space and now follow 
its content silently and another group of people (the minority composed of 
approximately 20 people) who participate actively in the organised activities. 
This participation consists of actions of caring for such as answering other 
members’ questions, sharing materials, asking suggestions and opinions, and 
connecting to collective activities, during which they also activate the capacity 
of caring about, by showing emotional investment in others’ problems. In 
doing this, they always interact respecting each other's differences and being 
collaborative, which – positively – does not require any sort of mediation or 
control of the members. However, practices of caring with, as the capaci-
ty of members to care for the collectivity and the collective purpose of the 
community, which could be activated by proposing new activities, lack at the 
moment.
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DiverGente

DiverGente was born on a Sardinian boat in September 2021. I was a third-year  
PhD student in Psychology on her first and only vacation from research, and 
I had gained a modest following as a science communicator. That day, I got 
a question on Instagram: “Is there an online space where autistic and non 
autistic people can meet and discuss relevant psychological topics in Italian, 
maybe with some guidance?”. The answer was no, not that I knew of. So I 
created it. Thirty people joined the telegram group I created to discuss the 
form it should take; we met on GoogleMeet, and voted for the topics that I 
would present about with a few slides to then discuss together. Some asked 
for me to record the presentation, some offered to pay for my time and ex-
pertise and for the platform, so they sent me 5€ each.

DiverGente grew out of my PhD with me. My experience with academic 
research and structures was not going well: my mental health was declining 
and the constant changes to my project due to the pandemic were making me 
feel like my research was useless. Even more so, when the community I was 
doing research on was getting back at me with very different views and needs 
than what my field suggested. Whom and what was I doing research for? Why 
had I not heard of any of these objections earlier? How was it possible that all 
of the online spaces for neurodivergent people that I knew about were meant 
to be therapeutic, while no space aiming at making academic research (about 
them) accessible for them existed? Were there really neurotypical people who 
cared about this?

When I defended my thesis in July 2022, the DiverGente telegram group 
counted hundreds of people, almost 200 of them had participated in at least 
one series of meetings, which had found their current form through numer
ous anonymous feedback surveys and discussions over telegram to improve 
it. I could not find a postdoc that made me feel the same willingness to learn, 
share and co-produce knowledge as well as acceptance of any neurodivergen-
ce (including my own) I would get from, and see within, DiverGente. I left 
traditional academia and made independent research and science communi-
cation my career.

The current form of DiverGente is a telegram free community and a paid 
service with two tiers for the monthly meeting, reflecting the diversity within 
the community (students and people with economic difficulties, which they do 
not need to declare, pay 10€ per meeting – some receive a “suspended regis-
tration”; professionals pay 20€): neurodivergent people, members of neuro-
diverse families, researchers, psychologists and psychotherapists, professionals 
in communication, students, and activists bring their experience to the group. 
Each meeting is composed of 40–50 minutes of slides that I (or guests that I 
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would invite on participants' requests for topics out of my expertise) would 
present, reviewing the scientific literature on a topic the community votes for, 
and 70–90 minutes of questions and discussion with the participants, where 
lived experience and diverse competence of the group emerge. The first part 
of the meeting, as well as an attempt to summarize the discussion, is recorded, 
edited, subtitled, and distributed to people who could not come – making it 
possible for chronically ill, overworked and burnt out neurodivergent people 
to get to the same knowledge and reflections at their own pace, allowing and 
encouraging slowness. The slides follow basic principles of universal design 
for learning and the live meetings follow a series of rules, inspired by a variety 
of disabled and neurodiverse collectives as well as from the past DiverGente’s 
experiences, that are meant to encourage participation from anyone who is 
willing to participate. Meeting times have been chosen through polls, but 
since they occur at night, some people get to them after a long day at work, 
some look after their children while listening, possibly making it difficult for 
them to interact or adding stress and, paradoxically, fastness to their schedule. 
However, the meetings are designed to focus on long and open discussions 
on the theme, which take up to twice the time of the presentation, in contrast 
with the usual information overload followed by short question times that are 
standard in academia. Moreover, these discussions went on, in a slower and 
less performative fashion, for days on the telegram chat. From my point of 
view, the discussion being longer than my presentation has been a reversal of 
perspective as compared to the feeling, in most academic venues, that I have 
to deliver enormous amount of value and information to receive a couple of 
short questions or comments and immediately focus on the next work – a 
reversal in terms of both slowness and care.

Some of DiverGente’s practices for participation might be perceived by 
a neurotypical person as only enacting dynamics of power imbalance: for in-
stance, shutting everyone’s microphone down during the presentation and 
moderating the discussion by making people raise a digital hand in Zoom 
to intervene or write comments that would only be read out loud by the 
moderator can be seen as too structured or too strict of a moderation, lim
iting spontaneous participation. However, these can also be proposed as ac-
cessibility measures: open microphones and overlapping can trigger sensory 
issues and latency in video-mediated interactions can disrupt the interacti-
on, increasing turn-taking problems (Seuren et al, 2021) that are already 
common in autistic, and even more in cross-neurotype communication. In 
fact, two extremes can occur, with neurodivergent people not being able to 
participate in conversation or engaging in monologues, sometimes talking 
over one another. By moderating anyone’s participation, we make everyone’s 
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participation possible. It is arguable that my role as a moderator makes me the 
main actor in the practice of care within DiverGente. However, it is virtually 
impossible for me to answer comments in the chat while presenting, or even 
to read them right when they are sent during the discussion session, and I 
do not. In fact, participants to DiverGente’s meetings (as well as to the tele-
gram group chat) answer each other’s questions and share their experiences 
in response to personal narratives; everyone’s (gender, sexual, ethnic, and 
neurological) identity is respected and cared for by every single participant 
(guests included), even when disagreement occurs. Every time a meeting is 
over, the telegram chat is flooded with comments on how respectful and safe 
the meeting felt. I am most definitely not the only person responsible for 
making this space safe: the distribution of care is real and builds on around 
ten to twenty people who have been present for several DiverGente’s meet
ings and co-create care by setting a respectful tone and taking responsibility 
for their statements and prefiguring potential consequences their statements 
might have for people with differing views or different experiences, as well as 
spontaneously answering and moderating other comments.

A socially just co-created care in DiverGente looks like making partici-
pation possible for anyone in the way they want it, making everything as 
explicit and accessible as possible, asking for constant feedback so that no one 
is excluded by design, and having everyone take responsibility to care for and 
with everybody else in that space.

Discussion

Both Accademia Innovativa and DiverGente were born as personal initiatives 
to respond to both an individually and socially perceived absence of accessible 
and co-created caring about and caring for (Bowlby, 2011) practices in tradi-
tional academia. These two projects can be defined as co-created under two 
different meanings of co-creation: first, they were triggered by difficulties and 
needs that were clearly shared by several people, which their creators collected 
and responded to through personal reflections and pooling practices of self-care  
to collectively transpose so that members of our communities could benefit  
from them; second, they grew, changed and adapted through continuous 
feedback from people participating and thanks to their participation itself.

Both narratives suggest that the personal experiences of the creators were 
crucial to the development of these spaces, including their mental health, un-
certainties and clarity on some early-career or identity-related issues. We argue 
that academics as both researchers and creators of spaces to discuss research 
always do so with their whole self, personal experience included, even though 
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traditional academia does not care about it nor does it care for researchers as 
individuals except for the science that they produce. However, the scarce reco-
gnition that personal characteristics of the researchers get in traditional acade-
mia does not make them any less relevant, and they will influence the way we 
inhabit academic spaces, both traditional and alternative. Valuing lived experi-
ence is crucial for participation and this applies to any participant in any sort of 
academic practice, regardless of their role. It has also proved to be important 
in considering accessibility as a relevant starting point to build alternative aca-
demic practices where more people could be included and co-create both the 
space they inhabit and the care they want to create within it.

These two cases confirmed previous studies about the possibility of online 
practices to offer effective alternatives to offline care relationships (Byron, 
2021) and co-created services (Lember, Brandsen, and Tonurist, 2019). In 
particular, both projects favour direct interactions among people who other-
wise would not meet and dialogue. This also translates into having more 
diversity of people and therefore more activities proposed or more perspecti-
ves shared. The projects motivate participation thanks to lower thresholds to 
access the platforms, such as low prices or gratuity and physical accessibility.

In terms of care, Accademia Innovativa hosts extensive actions of caring 
for, while practices of caring about are exchanged only among the people 
participating in the collective activities, because of the possibility to talk and 
see each other, but also because of the greater depth of knowledge shared. In 
this sense, the care is about people and topics. DiverGente, instead, is filled 
with practices of caring about, which however are also the result of caring for 
every participant’s identity and mental health. An example is the effort made 
by people who are not familiar with queer discourse to understand new terms 
better and to use neutral pronouns during the meetings or in the telegram 
chat. What is indeed striking is that members of AI and participants in Diver-
Gente easily comply with the principles of inclusivity, reciprocal respect and 
collaboration. This suggests the diffuse need for such caring places, which 
emerge as the interactional signature of the two communities.

However, even if the exchanged care seems to result as socially just and 
co-created, the decision-making process on how to maintain the space for 
this care remains the responsibility of the founders or the coordinators of the 
activities. Accordingly, a certain extent of oblique, or even vertical, coordi-
nation seems necessary, at least in contexts typically characterised by power 
imbalance such as the academic one. Under Tronto’s view, this would mean 
that our communities might not seem to fully embrace the caring with di-
mension. Nevertheless, Accademia Innovativa and DiverGente demonstrate 
to traditional academia that this partial verticality can be performed in service 
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to the community. In fact, recognizing how these projects stand in the grey 
area between and within educational contexts and collaborative efforts, we 
tried to enlarge our places of power to create a hospitable environment à la 
Bali (2020) – or, at least, to perform our leadership roles through a pedago-
gy of care that focuses on surveying participants and discussing issues and 
proposals with them as much as possible, in order to avoid focusing only on 
anticipating their needs, heading towards a caring with educational dynamic.

Eventually, reflecting on the sustainability of these alternative digital 
practices of socially just and co-created care, the decline or abandonment in 
the coordination from the founders could provoke their interruption. How
ever, as stated by Gachago and colleagues about their experience with a third 
place (Gachago et al., 2021), what Accademia Innovativa and DiverGente 
are showing and what would linger over time is the possibility of working in 
academia differently, even if just for a short period and developing a different 
approach to the mainstream model of academia. Changing our approach can 
arguably be easier in a different setting from traditional academic spaces, in 
groups that share values as well as a common goal. However, as our projects 
grew and gained more structure and participation, expectations of the group 
– as well as our workloads as facilitators – also grew, and we found ourselves 
fighting against traditional academic tendencies of fastness, information over-
load, and feeling the need to always do more regardless of low energy levels 
and added stress that these projects could sometimes entail. This observation 
is particularly relevant as some tendencies and dynamics of fastness can be so 
ingrained that it becomes necessary to monitor any project where we try to 
practice slowness, to avoid the risk of applying them regardless of how much 
our context pushes towards acceleration. In this regard, participating in each 
other’s project and getting constant feedback from other participants helped 
slowing down, easing stress and sharing responsibilities, confirming to us that 
a slower, more collaborative approach to scientific knowledge is possible.

All members and participants of Accademia Innovativa and DiverGente 
are experiencing it and they can potentially translate and incorporate this ex-
perience into their daily academic practices. Eventually, even if the two com-
munities might not engage in collective activities in the future what will re-
main is the social capital, that is the trust and cooperation, and the knowledge 
that a more caring, slow and hospitable academic environment can exist.

Conclusion

The present paper reflects on two alternative academic projects that were 
co-created to try to achieve a socially just care – about and for people and their 
experiences, identities, and relevant topics – in spaces of academic knowledge 
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exchange. Analytic reflections from these projects are not put forward as solu-
tions to unfair practices in traditional academia: it would not be fair either, to 
suggest that exploitative and abusive dynamics that are often present in aca-
demia – particularly targeting members of marginalized and minoritized com-
munities – can be solved by alternative practices that are proposed elsewhere, 
outside of academia. However, we stand with other scholars suggesting that 
the flaws in traditional academia should not condemn marginalized people to 
not try to raise concerns and question academic practices, as well as to find 
(or build, or co-create) safer places to keep doing academic work in a socially 
just – or at least a more accessible, participatory, and caring – space.

Alternative and caring academic practices as the ones presented here can 
both highlight biases, weaknesses, shortcomings and even abuse of traditional 
academic practices, and to put them into question, challenging traditional and 
dominant frameworks – much like all informal care practices can do: shedding 
new light on what it means to care, and even, potentially, reframing it completely.

Overall, Accademia Innovativa and DiverGente stand both as pools of 
elements and examples of potentially more caring and inclusive academic 
practices that traditional academia could partially incorporate and as examples 
of co-created care reframing participation and social justice as priorities over 
traditional academic values of fast and “objective” scientific production.

References

Ahmed, Sara. On Being Included: Racism and Diversity in Institutional Life. Durham, 
NC: Duke University Press, 2012.

Bali, Maha. “Pedagogy of care: COVID-19 edition”. Reflecting Allowed (2020). Re
trieved October 15, 2024 from https://blog.mahabali.me/educational-technolo-
gy-2/pedagogy-of-care-covid-19-edition/.

Bali, Maha, and Mia Zamora. “The Equity-Care Matrix: Theory and Practice.” Italian 
Journal of Educational Technology 30, no. 1 (2022).

Bonomi, Sabrina, Nicola Piccinelli, Cecilia Rossignoli and, Francesca Ricciardi. Web 
platform and corporate welfare. An organizational inclusive solution. In ICT for an 
Inclusive World, Industry 4.0–Towards the Smart Enterprise, edited by Youcef Bagh-
dadi, Antoine Harfouche, and Marta Musso, 75–91. Cham: Springer, 2020.

Bowlby, Sophia. “Friendship, co-presence and care: Neglected spaces.” Social and Cultural 
Geography 12, no. 6 (2011): 605–22.

Boynton Petra. Being Well in Academia. Ways to feel stronger, safer and more connected. 
New York: Routledge, 2021.

Bozalek, Vivienne. “Slow Scholarship in Writing Retreats: A Diffractive Methodology for 
Response-Able Pedagogies.” South African Journal of Higher Education 31, no. 2 
(2017): 40–57.

https://blog.mahabali.me/educational-technology-2/pedagogy-of-care-covid-19-edition/
https://blog.mahabali.me/educational-technology-2/pedagogy-of-care-covid-19-edition/


Giulia Ganugi & Eleonora Marocchini98

Brandsen, Taco, Bram Verschuere, and Trui Steen, eds. Co-Production and Co-Creation: 
Engaging Citizens in Public Services. London: Routledge, 2018.

Brown, Poppy. The Invisible Problem? Improving Students’ Mental Health. UK: HEPI, 2016.
Bryan, Audrey. “Queer youth and mental health: What do educators need to know?” Irish 

Educational Studies 36, no. 1(2017): 73–89.
Byron, Paul. Digital Media, Friendship and Cultures of Care. London: Routledge, 2021.
Cavalcante, Andre. “I did it all online:” Transgender identity and the management of 

everyday life.” Critical Studies in Media Communication 33, no. 1(2016): 109–22.
Chamberlain, Lisa. “From Self-Care to Collective Care.” International Journal on 

Human Rights 17, no. 30 (2020): 215–25.
Chang, Heewon. Autoethnography as Method. Left Coast Press, 2008.
Coles-Kemp, Lizzie, Debi Ashenden, Amelia Morris and, Jeremy Yuille. “Digital welfare: 

designing for more nuanced forms of access.” Policy Design and Practice 3, no. 2 
(2020): 177–88.

English, Ross, and Kieran Fenby-Hulse. “Documenting Diversity: The Experiences of 
LGBTQ+ Doctoral Researchers in the UK.” International Journal of Doctoral Stu-
dies 14 (2019): 403–430.

Evans, Teresa, Lindsay Bira, JazminGastelum, Todd Weiss, and Nathan Vanderford. 
“Evidence for a mental health crisis in graduate education.” Nat Biotechnol 36 
(2017): 282–284.

Ferree, Myra Marx, and Kathrin Zippel. “Gender Equality in the Age of Academic Capi-
talism: Cassandra and Polyanna Interpret University Restructuring.” Social Politics: 
International Studies in Gender, State & Society 22, no. 4 (2015): 561–84.

Hillier, Lynne, Kimberly J. Mitchell, and Michele L. Ybarra. “The internet as a safety net: 
Findings from a series of online focus groups with LGB and non-LGB young people 
in the United States.” Journal of LGBT Youth 9, no. 3(2012): 225–46.

hooks, bell. The will to change: Men, masculinity and love. New York, NY. US: Atria 
books, 2004.

Gachago Daniela, Maha Bali, and Nicola Pallitt, Compassionate Learning Design as a Criti-
cal Approach to Instructional Design. In Toward a Critical Instructional Design, edited 
by Jerod Quinn, Martha Burtis, Surita Jhangiani, and Robin DeRosa (Pressbooks, 2022).

Gachago Daniela, Laura Cruz, Cheryl Belford, Candice Livingston, Jolanda Morkel, 
Sweta Patnaik and Bronwyn Claudine Swartz, “Third places: cultivating mobile 
communities of practice in the global south.” International Journal for Academic 
Development 26, no. 3 (2021): 335–46.

Gee James Paul. What video games have to teach us about learning and literacy (2nd editi-
on), (New York, NY: Palgrave/Macmillan, 2007).

Leino, Helena and Eeva Puumala. “What can co-creation do for the citizens? Applying 
co-creation for the promotion of participation in cities.” EPC: Politics and Space 39, 
no. 4 (2021): 781–799.

Lember, Veiko, Taco Brandsen, and Piret Tõnurist. “The potential impacts of digi-
tal technologies on co-production and co-creation.” Public Management Review 
(2019). https://doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2019.1619807

https://doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2019.1619807


Fostering Socially Just Care in Digital Communities 99

Levecque, Katia, Frederik Anseel, Alain De Beuckelaer, Johan Van der Heyden, and Lydia 
Gisle. “Work organization and mental health problems in PhD students.” Research 
Policy 46, no. 4 (2017): 868–79.

Ling, Daphne. “This pandemic is not an extended sabbatical.” Nature, Comments & 
Opinions (2020): https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-020-01591-3.

Loeffler, Elke, and Tony Bovaird, eds. The Palgrave Handbook of Co-Production of Public 
Services and Outcomes. Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2021.

Longley, Alys, Sean Sturm, and Caroline Yoon. “Kindness as Water in the University.” 
Knowledge Cultures 9, no. 3 (2021): 184–205.

Lupton, Deborah. Digital Health, Critical and Cross-Disciplinary Perspectives. New York: 
Routledge, 2018.

Maturo, Antonio and Veronica Moretti. Digital Health and the Gamification of Life: How 
Apps Can Promote a Positive Medicalization. Leeds: Emerald Publishing Limited, 2018.

McCarthy, Helen C. “Auto/ethnography: a pathway to share the story.” The Internatio-
nal Journal of Humanities Education 14, no. 1 (2016): 35–46.

Meijer, Albert. “Co-production in an Information Age: Individual and Community En-
gagement Supported by New Media.” VOLUNTAS: International Journal of Volun-
tary and Nonprofit Organizations 23, no. 4 (2012): 1156–1172.

Minello, Alessandra. Non è un paese per madri. Bari: Gius. Laterza e Figli, 2022.
Morrish, Liz. Pressure Vessels: The Epidemic of Poor Mental Health among Higher Educa-

tion Staff. UK: HEPI, 2019.
Morrish, Liz, and Nicky Priaulx. Pressure Vessels II: An update on mental health among 

higher education staff in the UK. UK: HEPI, 2020.
Mountz, Alison, Anne Bonds, Becky Mansfield, Jenna Loyd, Jennifer Hyndman, Mar-

garet Walton- Roberts, Ranu Basu, Risa Whitson, Roberta Hawkins, Trina Hamil-
ton, and Winifred Curran. “For Slow Scholarship: A Feminist Politics of Resistance 
Through Collective Action in the Neoliberal University.” ACME: An International 
Journal for Critical Geographies 14, no. 4 (2015): 1235–59.

Noveck, Beth S. Smart Citizens, Smarter State. The Technologies of Expertise and the 
Future of Governing. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2015.

O’Neil, Cathy. Weapons of Math Destruction: How Big Data Increases Inequality and 
Threatens Democracy. UK: Allen Lane, 2016.

Peterson, Helen. “Is Managing Academics “Women’s Work”? Exploring the Glass Cliff 
in Higher Education Management.” Educational Management Administration & 
Leadership 44, no. 1 (2016): 112–127.

Prandini, Riccardo, and Giulia Ganugi. “Citizens’ Networks and Civic Responsibility 
Chains for a Communitarian Response to the Post-pandemic Vulnerabilities.” Studi 
di Sociologia 1 (2022): 51–63.

Prandini, Riccardo and Giulia Ganugi. Co-governance and co-management as prelimi-
nary conditions for social justice in co-creation. In Co-creation in Public Services 
for Innovation and Social Justice, edited by Sue Baines, Rob Wilson, Chris Fox, 
Inga Narbutaité Aflaki, Andrea Bassi, Heli Aramo-Immonen and Riccardo Prandi-
ni, 111–126. Bristol, Policy Press, 2024.

https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-020-01591-3


Giulia Ganugi & Eleonora Marocchini100

Rossi, Paula and Sanna Tuurnas. “Conflicts fostering understanding of value co-creation 
and service systems transformation in complex public service systems.” Public 
Management Review 23, no. 2 (2021): 254–75.

Senavitis, Karisa. “Reparative Design: a study of collective practices for generating and 
redistributing care online.” FZG – Freiburger Zeitschrift fur Geschlechter Studiesn 24, 
no. 1 (2018): 71–87.

Seuren, Lucas M., Joseph Wherton, Trisha Greenhalgh, and Sara E. Shaw. “Whose Turn 
Is It Anyway? Latency and the Organization of Turn-Taking in Video-Mediated 
Interaction.” Journal of Pragmatics 172 (2021): 63–78.

Sian, Katy Pal. Navigating Institutional Racism in British Universities. London: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2019.

Soete, Luc. “Is Innovation Always Good?” In Innovation Studies: Evolution and Future 
Challenges, edited by Jan Fagerberg, Ben R. Martin, and Esben S. Andersen, 134–
144. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013.

The Care Collective. The Care Manifesto. London and New York: Verso, 2020.
Torfing, Jacob, Eva Sørensen, and Asbjørn Røiseland. “Transforming the Public Sec-

tor into an Arena for Co-Creation: Barriers, Drivers, Benefits, and Ways Forward.” 
Administration & Society 51, no. 5 (2019): 795–825.

Tronto, Joan. Caring Democracy: Markets, Equality, Justice. New York: New York Uni-
versity Press, 2013.

Van den Brink, Marieke, and Yvonne Benschop. “Slaying the Seven-Headed Dragon: The 
Quest for Gender Change in Academia.” Gender, Work & Organization 19, no. 1 
(2012): 71–92.

Van den Brink, Marieke, and Yvonne Benschop. “Gender in Academic Networking: The 
Role of Gatekeepers in Professorial Recruitment.” Journal of Management Studies 51, 
no. 3 (2014): 460–492.

Verschuere, Bram, Daphne Vanleene, Trui Steen, and Taco Brandsen. Democratic 
co-production: Concepts and determinants. In Co-Production and Co-Creation: 
Engaging Citizens in Public Services, edited by Taco Brandsen, Trui Steen and Bram 
Verscheure, 243–251. New York and London: Routledge, 2018.

Von Heimburg, Dina, Ottar Ness, and Jacob Storch. Co-Creation of Public Values: Citizen
ship, Social Justice, and Well-Being. In Processual Perspectives on the Co-Production Turn 
in Public Sector Organizations, edited by A.O. Thomassen and J. Borup Jensen, 20–41. 
Hershey PA (US), IGI Globlal, 2021.

White, Julie A. and Joan C. Tronto. “Political practices of care: Needs and rights.” Ratio 
Juris 17, no. 4 (2004): 425–53.

Woolston, Chris. “Graduate survey: A love–hurt relationship.” Nature 550 (2017): 549–52.
Zuboff, Shoshana. The Age of Surveillance Capitalism: The Fight for a Human Future at 

the New Frontier of Power. London: Profile Books Ltd, 2019.


	﻿Fostering Socially Just Care in Digital Communities: The Case of Two Alternative Academic Spaces
	﻿﻿Abstract﻿:﻿ ﻿
	﻿﻿﻿﻿Introduction
	﻿﻿﻿﻿Collective care as co-created care
	﻿﻿﻿Online forms of care
	﻿﻿﻿Methodology
	﻿﻿﻿Objects of analysis
	﻿﻿﻿Results
	﻿﻿﻿Accademia innovativa
	﻿﻿﻿DiverGente

	﻿﻿﻿Discussion
	﻿﻿﻿Conclusion
	﻿﻿References


