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The rapid expansion of artificial intelligence (AI) has
intensified debates surrounding governance, accountabil-
ity, and democratic participation in technological decision-
making. Existing Al governance and policy research pri-
marily focuses on national regulation and industry self-
governance, where decision-making processes are often dis-
tant from the communities most affected by Al deployment
(Bakiner 2023; Bareis and Katzenbach 2022; Hjaltalin and
Sigurdarson 2024). In parallel, human-computer interaction
(HCI) research has focused on design and audit methods for
enabling users to exercise greater control, transparency, and
agency over the technologies they use (Shen et al. 2021;
DeVos et al. 2022; Lam et al. 2022). Yet, this work posi-
tions individuals primarily as end-users, consumers, and by-
standers of technology, with less attention to how they par-
ticipate in shaping and contesting technology beyond their
role as users. Emerging HCI research has begun to challenge
this framing by recognizing communities as stakeholders in
technological decision-making and by examining technol-
ogy as part of civic and political life (Eslami et al. 2025;
Chan 2025). Thus, my dissertation research builds on this
perspective by studying how communities engage with tech-
nology as civic actors, particularly through their participa-
tion in local governance and community organizing. I argue
that examining these forms of civic engagement can reveal
community priorities and values that may be difficult to cap-
ture through conventional user-centered methods, creating
opportunities to bring those priorities into the design and
governance of more accountable Al systems.

In this extended abstract, I focus on two projects within
my dissertation research that examine local governance and
community participation in Al policymaking and infrastruc-
ture development. These projects explore how communities
articulate alternative visions of Al governance that challenge
dominant national and industry sociotechnical imaginaries
of technological development. The first project, which was
accepted at AIES 2026, examines how local governments in
the United States regulate artificial intelligence through mu-
nicipal ordinances, procurement policies, executive direc-
tives, registries, and oversight mechanisms. With federal Al
regulation largely non-existent, local governments have in-
creasingly emerged as important sites of contestation, nego-
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tiation, governance, and resistance surrounding Al systems
and infrastructure (Marcucci, Kalkar, and Verhulst 2022).
Drawing on theories of Al localism and counter-imaginaries
(Marcucci, Kalkar, and Verhulst 2022; Kazansky and Milan
2021), this project investigates how local governments artic-
ulate values and priorities through Al governance. Specifi-
cally, the study addresses two research questions: (1) what
domains and applications of artificial intelligence are tar-
geted by local government policies; and (2) what values,
priorities, and motivations are reflected in local government
approaches to Al governance?

Using qualitative content analysis with inductive coding
(Zhang, Wildemuth et al. 2009), I analyzed 77 Al poli-
cies enacted by US local governments before October 2025.
Thematic analysis of the codes reveals three major counter-
imaginaries within local Al governance efforts: democratic
oversight, rights-based governance, and place-based align-
ment. First, many local policies foreground mechanisms for
transparency, public participation, and contestation, empha-
sizing democratic oversight as a core feature of Al gover-
nance. Second, local governments frequently frame Al reg-
ulation through rights-based approaches grounded in civil
rights, privacy, equity, and nondiscrimination. Third, many
policies emphasize place-based alignment, positioning Al
governance as an extension of local civic priorities and com-
munity values rather than adopting universalized approaches
to technological governance. These findings suggest that lo-
cal governments not only fill regulatory gaps left by federal
inaction, but also articulate alternative governance models
that foreground democratic accountability and situated com-
munity priorities.

While the first project examines how local governments
formalize alternative Al governance frameworks through
policy, the second examines how communities organize
against Al infrastructure development before it becomes em-
bedded within their local environments. Specifically, this
project focuses on proposed hyperscale data center devel-
opment in a small, semi-rural community in central Illi-
nois, where residents and local organizations are navigating
competing interests around land use, energy demand, wa-
ter resources, environmental impacts, and the concentration
of technological and economic power. As Illinois becomes
a major site of data center development (Seets and Radde
2026), these conflicts provide an opportunity to examine



how communities participate in decisions about whether and
how such development should proceed.

The project asks how community members understand
and respond to the social, environmental, and political im-
plications of data center development, and how their con-
cerns enter—or fail to enter—local decision-making pro-
cesses. While local governments have introduced mecha-
nisms such as moratoriums and advisory task forces to fa-
cilitate public participation, community concerns are often
incorporated only superficially into these processes (Gilman
2022). To examine these dynamics, we are conducting par-
ticipatory workshops in collaboration with local organiza-
tions and in public community spaces, grounded in crit-
ical community practice and community-engaged scholar-
ship (Butcher 2007; Blanchard and Furco 2021). The work-
shops seek to surface lived experiences and community con-
cerns, support collective reflection on the political and eco-
nomic forces shaping Al infrastructure development, and
create space for communities to develop responses to local
governance processes.

We will analyze workshop discussion notes and co-
created materials using qualitative thematic analysis along-
side critical analysis of infrastructural power. By centering
rural and micro-urban perspectives, this project aims to show
how communities develop situated understandings of Al in-
frastructure and make visible concerns that may be over-
looked by formal planning and governance processes. It also
seeks to extend research on the material and environmental
politics of Al by examining infrastructure development not
only as a technical or economic process, but as a site of com-
munity participation and contestation.

These two projects demonstrate how Al governance in-
creasingly unfolds through local policymaking and commu-
nity contestation. The first project shows how local govern-
ments articulate alternative Al imaginaries through enacting
local policies that foreground democratic oversight, rights-
based protections, and place-based priorities. The second ex-
amines how communities contest the material development
of Al infrastructure, center localized expertise, and make
visible social, environmental, and political concerns. These
projects contribute to Al ethics and governance scholarship
by expanding attention beyond national regulation and insti-
tutional governance toward the local contexts in which Al
systems are negotiated, contested, and experienced. They
also contribute to HCI by reframing communities not only
as users or stakeholders of technological systems, but as
civic actors whose collective practices can surface priorities
and values relevant to the design and governance of those
systems. This work connects Al ethics, technology policy
research, and community-centered participatory research to
develop approaches for designing and governing more ac-
countable Al technologies that are responsive to the commu-
nities in which these systems are developed and deployed.
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