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Introduction
Hollie Russon Gilman, Columbia University, School of  
International and Public Affairs

For many scholars and practitioners of civic 
engagement, the 2016 elections made manifest the 
deeper symptoms of declining civic engagement 
and institutional trust. Along several indices are 
alarming signs about American democracy—from 

declining participation in membership based civic organiza-
tions to a record low level of trust in government and turnout 
in elections, especially local elections.

Embedded within these trends is an existential concern 
that American civic life is becoming more stratified by place, 
politics, and identity. Many digital tools are accelerating iden-
tity politics, enabling people to live within their own online 
and offline echo chambers. What is American democracy 
without robust civic associations, the equal opportunity to 
participate in civic life, and interaction with someone who 
disagrees with you? As Hannah Arendt describes in The 
Promise of Politics (2005, 116): “[T]he organized polis is the 
highest form of human communal life and thus something 
specifically human.” There is a theoretical tradition, starting 
with Aristotle, of civic life in the polis as a form of freedom.

Partly in response to citizens’ growing disaffection, however, 
a wave of participatory policy reform has emerged, capital-
izing on new technologies and democratic experiments that 
aim to improve democracy. This includes local, place-based, 
community-driven interventions occurring both inside and 
outside of government. One example of this emergent phe-
nomenon is civic technology (civic tech), an estimated $6.3 
billion dollar industry (Howard 2015). Government, industry, 
civil society, academia, and philanthropy are increasingly part 
of a multi-sector network leveraging digital tools to enhance 
civic life and support innovative approaches to civic engage-
ment. Digital platforms and partnerships are being designed 
at all scales of governance, local, national, and within an 
international context. As a result, there is a diversity of novel 
approaches to enhance civic engagement.

The scholars of this symposium tackle various dimensions 
of civic engagement, offering innovative approaches to civic 

action, which is a critical component of democratic health.  
Each article offers a contribution towards an ecosystem 
of motivations, mechanisms, and tools for impact. Taken 
together, these articles suggest a more robust role for citizens 
in decision making than simply advisory or consultative. 
Instead, they offer a model for more robust participation in 
civic life and democratic governance—driven by citizens for 
citizens. Demand-driven civic engagement pushes scholars to 
expand the traditional boundaries that delineate what is and 
is not civic action in contemporary politics and work towards 
more rigorous empirical research to understand what works 
best under which conditions (see Rajani 2010).

One critical aspect of civic engagement is the opportunity 
offered to work more directly with public officials, especially 
on the local level. There are opportunities to leverage the tools 
of civic technology for more collaborative governance. In my 
article, I outline three cases of civic tech effectively fostering 
collaborative governance in US cities: innovation units, open 
data, and civic crowdfunding. These types of engagement 
require dedicated staff support and a commitment from local 
officials who recognize the importance and value of inclusive 
community engagement. This idea is based upon a model of 
collaboration where public officials work directly with civil 
society and citizens towards government outcomes, such as 
in the case of participatory budgeting.

Rahman’s piece discusses an effective model of citizen 
audits, which leverages “the organized strategic use of par-
ticipatory monitoring techniques to hold government actors 
accountable.” In this model, citizens are autonomous from 
government officials. Rahman further discusses cases in which 
this model has been implemented, including copwatching in 
Ferguson, MO, where neighborhood residents monitor police 
activity and internationally where affiliates of Slumdwellers 
International (SDI) collect data on housing conditions to hold 
government accountable. In Ferguson, copwatching is not sim-
ply a spontaneous activity. Rather, a person using technology to 
capture police activity is a component of a broader strategic and 
organized effort at community organizing. Unlike traditional 
accounts of transparency or crowdsourcing citizen data, citizen 
audits mobilize and organize civil society to achieve collective 
voice and power. Citizen audits function by catalyzing the 
mobilization and organization of civil society actors; they are 
“not about a utopian or idealistic appeal of civic engagement; 
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rather they are realistic and urgent responses to fundamental 
failures of governance and disparities of power” (Rahman this 
issue). Citizen audits offer a mechanism for citizens to influ-
ence governance and regulatory systems beyond the traditional 
avenues such as legislative lobbying or election reform.

While the Rahman piece speaks about using technology 
as part of a strategic lever for building civic voice and power 
to address governance failures, the Gastil and Richards 
piece invites us to re-conceptualize and extend the norma-
tive boundaries about how citizens engage with their digital 
civic life. Their piece “The Democracy Machine” addresses 
the problem that civic life takes place both everywhere and 
nowhere specific—particularly with regard to digital spaces. 
Despite the proliferation of digital spaces for engagement 
and social media outlets, there is no centralized location for 
engagement with dedicated feedback loops to transform how 
citizens and government interface. Instead of the current 
highly fragmentized civic space, Gastil and Richards propose 
an integrative platform that would interconnect “comple-
mentary forms of civic learning, engagement, and influence” 
to “improve the quality of public input, the responsiveness of 
policies shaped by it, and the legitimacy of government itself.”

Combining a central feedback loop and gamification, the 
Democracy Machine offers “levels” corresponding to differ-
ent civic acts including attending a public deliberation and 
higher status for being a registered voter. “The greatest credit 
rewards go to those players who forge coalitions that span 
diverse alliances and encourage their members to deliberate 
across those alliances” (Gastil and Richards this issue).

While Gastil and Richards invite the reader to think 
creatively about how precisely citizens could engage with dig-
ital technology, the Lukensmeyer piece offers specific tools 
for public deliberation and dialogue. The article discusses 
the opportunity to blend face-to-face discussion with online 
components to enhance, not replace, human interaction. One 
paradigm offered is the AmericaSpeaks 21st Century Town 
Meeting, which has been used to engage over 200,000 people 
for “substantive and interactive participation” and pioneered 
the incorporation of technology into a participatory process 
(Lukensmeyer this issue). This includes leveraging comput-
ers and human “theming” to bring real-time input to large 
group decision-making, hand-held polling, and video confer-
encing to knit together geographically distant deliberation 
locations. Recently, this model was used to engage large num-
bers of citizens to help set budget and policy priorities for the 
incoming New York City Mayor de Blasio and Washington, 
DC Mayor Bowser. Another model discussed is “Text, Talk, 
Act” which allows people anywhere in the world to engage 
in a small group dialogue and deliberation connected to a 
broader policy concern. Evolving from the 21st Century Town 

Meeting model, Text, Talk Act participants text a number to 
receive messages that will guide them through an in-person 
conversation, during which they text responses to other 
Text, Talk, Act groups as well as to policy makers. Text, 
Talk, Act has been part of a comprehensive effort to engage 

citizens on mental health, in partnership with the federal 
government’s Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration.

While the Lukensmeyer piece offers novel ways to inte-
grate online and in-person deliberation, the Spada and Ryan 
piece argues that while innovation within the field of demo-
cratic innovations is critical, we need more rigorous research 
into what works and why. According to these authors, the 
field would benefit from more research into “failures” in order 
to evolve. They demonstrate that the vast majority of arti-
cles, 64%, focus on best practices, while only 18% of empiri-
cal articles explore the quality of implementation, leading to 
only seven studies of deliberative initiatives self-describing 
themselves as a failure. Instead of demonstrating resound-
ing successes, Spada and Ryan argue that this data suggests, 
“the sub-discipline lacks a clear grasp on what might count as 
failure which could be used to systematically explore the suc-
cess rate of democratic innovations.” For example, is survival 
over time the most basic criteria for a successful democratic 
innovation? In participatory budgeting in Brazil, one of the 
most famous democratic innovations, on average only half of 
these processes survive four years of implementation: “Without 
a comparison of success and failure, our models for success-
ful outcomes will be chronically overdetermined, which ulti-
mately reduces their chances of adoption in practice” (Spada  
and Ryan this issue). Moving towards more rigorous 
impact and evaluation can help generate understanding about 
democratic improvements that, in turn, can benefit both 
researchers and practitioners seeking to enhance democratic 
governance. Spada and Ryan also describe how the failure to 
reach out across sub-disciplinary fields has led to a lack of 
sufficient energy from journal editors about the high political 
stakes of democratic innovations.

It is incumbent upon those working to re-engage citizens 
in civic life to re-frame the debate in terms of the high stakes 
and the impact of civic engagement on public policy. Digital 
tools, from SMS to social media, offer potential for new civic 
channels and pathways to streamline the barriers to entry for 
engagement. Yet, the last decade has also demonstrated that 
technology will amplify the existing bias, discrimination, and 
structural inequities across political engagement and access. 
Intentional deployment of channel and tool is necessary to 
empower citizens as more active, responsive, and engaged 
participants. Decision makers need demonstrable proof that 
more engaged citizenry leads to better, not more confused, 

With shrinking budgets, many public officials are being asked to do more with less; civic 
engagement and digital tools should offer structured opportunities to build institutional 
trust.
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policy outcomes. With shrinking budgets, many public offi-
cials are being asked to do more with less; civic engagement 
and digital tools should offer structured opportunities to build 
institutional trust. Building external civic voice needs a com-
plementary campaign to develop internal institutional capac-
ity of public officials to offer multiple entry points for civic 
participation. This will require visionary leadership, bureau-
cratic structures, and support from a range of multi-sector 
actors from philanthropy to academia. The next generation of 
practitioners and scholars can create more nimble interfaces 
for civic voice; it will require sustained and deliberate effort, 

rigorous research, and long-term vision combined with short-
term strategy. n
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