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The origin of the term public participation geographic information system (PPGIS) arose in 1996
over the course of two meetings of the National Center for Geographic Information and Analysis (NCGIA),
though exactly when and exactly what the definition was is somewhat unclear. Multiple sources state that
it was originally defined as “a variety of approaches to make GIS and other spatial decision-making tools
available and accessible to all those with a stake in official decisions” [1, 2]. Both of these sources in turn
cite Schroeder [3], but that source does not appear to contain the term PPGIS or the definition. Addition-
ally, their citation says that Schroeder’s summary “Criteria for the Design of a GIS/2” was a summary of the
summer NCGIA meeting, when in fact it is a summary of the earlier spring NCGIA meeting. The technical
report summarizing both the spring and summer meetings confirms this, with PPGIS appearing nowhere in
the earlier meeting summary [4].

Nonetheless, the Schroeder reference is relevant, as it lays out criteria for a new generation of GIS,
denoted GIS/2, many of which are clearly leading towards what would become PPGIS: “A GIS/2 would in-
crease emphasis on the role of participants in creation and evaluation of data... GIS/2 would accommodate
an equitable representation of diverse views, preserving contradiction, inconsistencies and disputes against
premature resolution... System outputs would be redefined to reflect the standards and goals of the partici-
pants, rather than closeness of fit to standards of measurable accuracy (such as positional accuracy in a Carte-
sian coordinate system)” [3]. By the time the summer conference occurred, the term PPGIS had definitively
been invented, however, as the name of the second meeting as “Public Participation GIS Workshop.” Both
the conference website [5] and Schroeder’s actual summary of the summer meeting (contained in [4]) confirm
this timeline.

Neither of these two sources contain the earlier definition, however. The conference website instead
states that “Increased public involvement in the definition and analysis of questions tied to location and ge-
ography is the domain of Public Participation GIS. The goal of the concept is to overcome the limitations of
present GIS technologies and to address barriers in the institutional settings within which GIS is practiced.
A public participation approach would situate GIS analytical tools within an expanded framework of commu-
nication and discourse, opening opportunities for public participation across the processes of problem defini-
tion and problem resolution.” Schroeder’s report meanwhile takes pains to differentiate PPGIS from GIS/2,
stating that “While GIS2 was situated within a framework of specifications to be applied to the future of the
technology and its expanded capacities, PPGIS was attached to the particular problems of bringing a wider
public into effective use of the technology at whatever level its development may have attained” [4].

At this point I will like to dispense with the discussion of the details provenance and instead focus
on the actual substance of the meaning of PPGIS, which we can see as the throughline in the above defini-
tions and criteria. It is about empowering the public, rather than experts or government officials, to produce,
store, analyze, and apply geospatial data, and thereby have an increased role in decisions made using that
data. The need for PPGIS did not arise out of whole cloth at these two NCGIA workshops, however. Instead
it arose out of an already existing dissatisfaction with how GIS was being constructed and applied. Many of
the intellectual contributers to this discontent were present at these workshops, including John Pickles, Mi-
achael Curry, Eric Sehapprd, Michael Goodchild, and Nicholas Chrisman.

John Pickles was one of the lead critics of status quo GIS. He called out practitioners failing to rec-
ognizing the social consequences of “unmediated technical practices.” These consequences took a variety of
forms, in his eyes. He pointed out that “like all highways, the information highway requires points of access,
capital investment, navigation skills, and spatial and cultural proximity for effective use,” that GIS practi-
tioners had “not paid much attention to the rights of individuals to control information about themselves, to
withdraw from databases involving themselves, and to review the information available and the ways in which
it is being used,” and that their approach was ”imperialist, reductionist, and technicist”, prone to “myopia”
and limited to a “inherently conserservative form of analysis.” Perhaps most importantly, Pickles compiled
many of his critiques, along with numerous others, in his book Ground Truth: The Social Implications of Ge-
ographic Information Systems, which was published only a year prior to the NCGIA workshops [6].

Michael Curry extended Pickles’s critique and, building explicitly upon Winner [7], argued that
these ethical deficincies were not mere “contingent features of current practice,” but instead that ethical in-
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consistencies were “inevitable” and “necessary” in the creation and maintenance of GIS [8]. He pointed out
that the collection of GIS necessarily involves some level of othering, as the data contains information about
more humans than just ourselves. No matter how careful you are, no matter how humble you are, making a
GIS for or about others will come up ethically short in some ways. We must recognize this and make con-
scious choices to avoid exacerbating such consequences. This idea would become key to PPGIS, as activists
would seek to ensure that a community’s own ethics are embedded in the GIS that is used to collect their
data.

Curry also highlights the importance of differentiating how to use a tool and how the tool works
and that in this the idea of the expert versus the layperson arises, the scientist and the subject. This too is
key to later PPGIS proponents, who seek to unify these two roles to the greatest extent possible by working
to make the users (the public) know how the tool works (often by having the public involved in its construc-
tion and maintenance), thus avoiding (or at least mitigating) the construction of hierarchy.

Eric Sheppard, meanwhile argued that GIS was a social technology that has developed in a certain
context, specifically one centered in North America and Great Britain; driven by priorities such as military
surveillance and private enterprise; and constrained by data availability, cost, and a relatively week geogra-
phy intellectual discpline in the US [9]. If GIS as it was in the mid 1990s was merely one possible path, what
other paths might it have taken or might it yet take? In particular, what does a path that involves wider ac-
cess to information and GIS technology in particular look like? PPGIS would arise soon after Sheppard wrote
on this topic as one potential answer.

Michael Goodchild is another important figure to note, less because of his contributions to PPGIS
and more due to his role in how the GIS traditionalists (for the lack of the better word) would come to adopt
aspects of PPGIS while still maintaining some distance. He acknowledged the ethical concerns raised by writ-
ers suc has Smith (on the military uses of GIS) [10] and Pickles (on surveillance) [11], while at the same time
disavowing personal moral responsibility and criticizing such authors for taking “extreme positions” [12]. In-
stead, he argued that GIS scholars “should be aware of the technology’s possible uses, for good and evil, and
of the difficulties we all frequenty face in making such clear distinctions.” He allows that ethical concerns have
their place in GIS research agendas and expresses some hope that there will one day be a “productive litera-
ture on GIS by geography’s social theorists,” but stops well short of conceding any pressing need for method-
ological reform. Such a stance is important to recognize as it is still largely held by many experts and those
in positions of power. Such individuals will often state that it is important to “carefully establish policies
covering data access, data security, and transparency with respect to its collections” [13], but not cede their
priveledged positions as the collectors, holders, and analyzers of the data.

Nicholas Chrisman, along with his later collaborater Francis Harvey, were important in connecting
GIS to social constructivism [1] and highlighting the inherent local aspect of GIS, in contrast to the universal
aspects of GIS espoused by Goodchild and others. They argue that many instances of GIS serve as “bound-
ary objects,” that is objects that simultaneously differenitate, mediate, and stabalize different populations
[14]; they engineer agreement and are insantiations of relationships. They use as an example of this the har-
monization of multiple different GIS datasets classifying wetlands in the United States. This harmonization
allowed for communication and agreement among the diverse audiences (government agencies and communi-
ties) those who participated in its creatin and adopted it. Furthermore, it helped define these groups as a dis-
tinct community from those who did not participate in its construction and who refused to adopt it (specif-
ically the Corps of Engineers). This concept of what a GIS technology does, this creation of certain commu-
nities and exclusion of others, would become a key idea in later PPGIS development. A traditional top-down
GIS excludes the public and thereby treats them as outside of the community of decision-makers. Involving
the public in the creation and use of GIS, instead enables the construction of new communities (perhaps mul-
tiple neighborhoods or government agencies and those they govern) that can reach some level of agreement
and common understanding.

To mention in brief a few other somewhat later thinkers who were not present at the NCGIA work-
shops (to the best of my knowledge). Nadine Shuurman proposed a theoretical framework for analyzing the
social implications of GIS (Critical GIS) that is grounded pragmatism that enables an avoidance of impotent
dispair [15]. Renee Seiber, meanwhile, greatly advanced the developed of the PPGIS after its definition, con-
tributing both the literature review that was a key part of this recounting [1] and 14 guiding principles for
PPGIS [16]. I should also acknowledge that this brief historical discussion does not include the numerous
actual PPGIS practioners in communities around the world, who, while certainly informed by the thinkers
listed here, arguably did much more to actually fulfill the promise of greater participation.
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