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Abstract

There is widespread agreement in the United States that community participation is a

valuable practice occurring at substate equivalents of government. The compact disc

technology and the Internet continue to transform economic and civic engagement, as

well as the means for conducting all types of transactions between individuals. As

both of these technologies mature over the course of the next decade, it is especially

important to understand how they alter the form and frequency of participatory

practices among citizens (B. Schmitt et al., 2024). This essay offers a detailed

empirical analysis of how digital media affects one such practice, standard setting

from a call for proposals. It supports the worries of those who fear that digital tools

will make the process less neighborhood-friendly (Couldry et al., 2014). This

development, in turn, underscores the need for adaptive strategies that can enhance

civic participation in a variety of institutional contexts and at different levels of

government. At the same time, this analysis again suggests traditional face-to-face

methods may need to be retooled, to take full advantage of the new digital

opportunities.

Keywords civic engagement, digital age, community participation, technology,

participatory practices, digital media, adaptive strategies

2. Introduction

How can the new digital platforms reduce barriers to participation and make a

meaningful impact? Alternatively, by facilitating sharp-tongued participants or

fostering echo chambers, could they prevent an open dialogue and hamper the

development of a shared black culture? This essay considers civic engagement in the

digital era and examines the roles media play in this context. While the main focus

will be on current challenges after the advent of the internet and growing significance

of social media, historical perspectives and some future prospects will also be

considered. Over the last two decades, developments of the internet have played a

major role in shaping not only governance and the way it is delivered, but also the
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contribution citizens can make to it and the ways they can access or be engaged. Since

its early days, the internet has been put forward as a transformative medium for public

discourse and participatory governance that could foster a newly informed and

engaged community, reduce the barriers to engagement, and lower the motivational

threshold at which citizens would choose to engage (Williamson, 2011). In the light

of democratic promises linked to the advent of this new media, there have been high

hopes for internet-based policy-making systems that could improve transparency and

accountability, catalyze civic participation, refine political choices, and help deliver a

better representation of interests. However, after two decades of experiments, the

impact of web-based consultation has appeared limited. On the government side, low

levels of trust in online opinion and problems with the quality of submitted feedback

on the highly professional shortcuts of prepare submission are only two of the barriers

recognized by policy-makers that have eroded the capacity of web-based consultation

and fostered an idleness bias favoring well-resourced S&T stakeholders. Federal

agencies also have been overwhelmed by the number of consultations emerging

through the internet, only partially coping with the demands of handling and

responding to such a massive flow of feedback. The email form itself “encourages

quick, spontaneous answers…without reflection or research”.

3. The Evolution of Civic Engagement

4. Challenges and Opportunities in the Digital Age

Digital technology is increasingly regarded as a double-edged sword for civic

engagement. As an amplifier, it boosts efficiency in communication and mobilization,

brings down geographical barriers to participation, and allows new ways of

autonomous collective action (Epstein et al., 2012). At the same time, digital

technology can also create considerable obstacles for citizenship activities, especially

in the case of not strictly separated ‘phases’ of the engagement process. Among the

array of challenges faced by civic organizations in the digital age are the conflicting

goals of politicians and interest groups, the increasing amount of misinformation, the

paucity of technological, economic, and procedural resources, but also under-

employed digital resources, translating into missed opportunities for outreach,

collaboration or knowledge production.
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Perhaps the most pressing challenge, though, is the rise of the online information

society within a broader context of heightened information flows in society. The

Internet has fundamentally altered the way information is created, disseminated, and

consumed, creating new areas of tension. On one hand, the information society

engendered by digitalization furnishes many dormant – and free-to-use – information

resources. Paradoxically, the digital information society further boosts the value of in-

information: for every verifiable piece of news online, there are many alternative facts.

It is exactly because the former can be checked so quickly on an array of sources that

the latter – distant in origins and suggesting cover-ups – must be entertained with

caution in a democracy, whose functional bedrock is an informed citizenry (B.

Schmitt et al., 2024). In other words, while the Internet can map power asymmetries

and debunk false information, it has also facilitated the spread of dis- and mis-

information.

5. Case Studies of Innovative Civic Engagement Initiatives

Taking advantage of the Web 2.0 and social networking revolution, several innovative

civic engagement initiatives have successfully harnessed the power of technology to

foster participation, collaboration, and action. Several such projects across Europe and

North America are presented below, each based on different strategies and offering

unique insights (B. Horrigan, 2001). The cases are explored by looking at the

strategies followed, their outcomes and common issues that arose. Ranging from a

large scale pan-European online-offline movement to a website for local activities and

social action in the North West of England, the findings highlight the diversity of

models and contexts that civic engagement can take and argue for an understanding of

‘best practice’ as fluid, adaptive and created from ‘grassroots-up’ (Dow et al., 2018).

As such, it is hoped these diverse examples will help inform and inspire the

development of new engagement practice across different contexts.

Civic engagement is a widely employed term to describe the involvement of citizens

in the life of communities, creating the spaces and opportunities for social, political or

community action. It is an approach that can take place in many contexts, from the

local to the global, and at a variety of scales, from the individual to neighbourhoods,

groups, institutions, cities and entire nations. Engaging citizens is sometimes

described as possessing a civic capacity or social capital that leads to social action.
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This engagement can take place in a number of ways, as Katherine Pittner suggests,

‘civic engagement can take many forms, from individual volunteerism through to

organizational involvement and policy debate’. Thus the term can embrace a broad

field of actions and interventions. This set of case studies explore a collection of

online civic engagement initiatives that emerged over the last decade and a half and

assess their impacts, effects and the practicalities of their use.

6. The Role of Social Media and Technology

Social media and digitalization in general have fundamentally changed the way civic

engagement is shaped and expressed. Social media platforms are providing easy

opportunities for citizens to communicate, share ideas and mobilize quickly and

effectively. The profile of civic engagement has changed and it is vital that definitions

and perceptions of what civic engagement entails must follow these changes. Looking

beyond the positive aspects, there are well-founded negative aspects attached to the

digitalization of civic engagement. This includes, but is not limited to, the increase in

hateful or hurtful communication online, the uncoordinated and easy spread of

misinformation, and the opportunities for abusive behavior from different actor

groups through coordinated platform use and targeting.

Social media and the algorithms that govern the spread of information and other

content within these platforms deeply influence public discourse and engagement

patterns. Raising awareness and critically analyzing both the positive and negative

aspects of digital civic engagement practices is crucial to drive and construct more

beneficial practices in the future. One specific topic that requires more academic

attention is the practice of digital activism, which usually consists of organizing a

campaign or a network on social media platforms to drive social or political change.

A number of successful case campaigns have been generated through the practices of

digital activism, which have had a social impact outside the original scope of the

social media campaign. This literature review aims to provide additional insight by

introducing the overall perception and discussion of social media, digital activism and

its critical views and implications with a perspective from political science and

sociology. Additionally, the need of digital literacy and critical thinking skills to

navigate this complex environment is articulated. With an attempt to synthesize

various perspectives, this paper explicitly presents the double-edged sword of social
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media in relation to the practice of civic engagement in the digital age. It is expected

that a responsible use of technology in civic engagement practices will benefit better-

conducted and targeted efforts in the future.

7. Ethical Considerations in Digital Civic Engagement

Over the past few years, the landscape of information-sharing and news dissemination

has shifted, perhaps more quickly than anticipated. This digital age has also

revolutionized the way people engage with one another and with their governments.

Affecting nearly everyone, the rise of technology has also shown to be a powerful

mobilizing tool, especially regarding controversial or concerning topics. As such,

there are both positive and negative considerations behind these shifts.

At a time when social isolation has become a matter of societal preservation, engaging

is not only encouraged, but can be lifesaving as well. To combat the spread of

cyberharassment, tech companies now offer a variety of digital civic services where

only reliable information may be posted, shared, or discussed (Radclyffe & Nodell,

2020). This is often at a cost, as they then have record of every instance of civic

engagement made through them. In this sense, the process of civic engagement

through digital platforms has changed: monitoring is now involved. Moreover, in

countries where democracy is still in its infancy, the mobilization of civic individuals

poses a legitimate threat to the success of these controversial governmental decisions

(Pastor-Escuredo & Vinuesa, 2020). How digital technologies are used in these

mobilizations, therefore, is subject to moral questioning. When discussing possible

unethical considerations, two aspects are relevant: data privacy and surveillance.

Users must now consider what information to be shared with these tech companies,

aware that it is within their business interests to record every “like,” message, page

visited, etc. In any suspicious event, tech companies have demonstrated they are

willing, and able, to hand this information over to government officials without so

much as alerting the individuals being monitored. Conversely, it is these scenarios

which promote engagement: sharing accurate news of the dangers associated with this

online environment in order to draw attention to a cause. However, sharing this

particular news may also encourage discussion surrounding their use. There are

considerations of both the tech companies and the empowered organizations utilizing

the information gained from digital civic engagement which must be examined within
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a broader ethical framework to ensure that participation in civic engagement is

conducted with the utmost integrity, transparency, and consideration for all parties

involved. To name a few, there is the alarming rise in misinformation and fake news

during this digital age, the least literate of which are more likely to be fooled,

widening the already significant gap to the digital divide. Initially, responsibility of

course falls on the tech companies themselves. More active measures must be made to

ensure equitable access to information and online services.
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