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9
CIVIC ENGAGEMENT

Eric Gordon

Introduction: Chelsea K. Hampton

In what ways does mobile technology impact civic life? Eric Gordon addresses the
need for scholars who study mobile technology to entertain questions of how
technology allows, encourages or discourages people from engaging in civic life.
Technology, particularly mobile phones and tablets, contributes to the changing
nature of individuals’ involvement with various kinds of institutions. Drawing on
common understandings of the role that technology plays in enabling “efficient”
civic engagement, Gordon explains how his own work pushes back against effi-
ciency as the primary benefit or goal of implementing multiple technical channels
to foster engagement. He addresses the tensions that sometimes emerge between
the values of efficiency and scale associated with new technology and the values of
inclusion and access espoused by institutions. While applications (apps) and inter-
active media seem to be the best way to engage citizens to care about civic issues,
Gordon describes how his research demonstrates that older media such as landline
phones can sometimes offer individuals a sense of greater engagement and con-
nection than digital formats. Finally, Gordon argues that games and game design
present a productive challenge to the normative assumption of civic technologies
by creating what he calls meaningful inefficiencies, or a play-based approach to
solving civic problems. Given this, he suggests that scholars need to consider how
“meaningful inefficiencies” and multiple modes of engagement play into how
people feel connected to or disconnected from their communities.

The question and answer portion of this chapter focuses on elaborating on the
importance of multiple modes of civic engagement, whether it be digital apps or
town hall meetings. Gordon points out that some people feel comfortable speaking
out at a town hall event while others feel the need for “a backspace” key when
contributing to public discourse. The conversation also elaborates on the fact that
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even if people feel engaged and able to express their thoughts on a public issue,
their engagement does not always necessarily translate to measurable change offline
or outside the meeting hall.

The concluding section of this chapter examines a recent political upheaval in
the country of Thailand to explore the ways in which private individuals and
governmental entities seek to use the same communication technologies to achieve
different goals. Building trust between people and civic organizations is a key part
of encouraging civic engagement – and technology can offer new and different
channels through which trust and engagement can be built. However, technology
alone cannot “fix” all issues of social strife or political conflict. This chapter offers a
variety of contexts and issues for scholars interested in how digital technology
impacts civic engagement, from how to conduct pertinent research to acknowl-
edging the “messiness” of social relations.

Lecture: Eric Gordon

Robert Putnam (2000) uses the bowling metaphor to suggest that we are no longer
joining groups, we are not affiliated with institutions in the same way, but we are
still interacting with each other in a sort of disseminated, non-centralized fashion.
What does that mean for the ability to build trust within a civic culture, or in
society more generally? Trust within groups is correlated to interpersonal and
procedural fairness. Groups begin to trust one another because of the sense of
fairness in the way that decisions get made as a group. When the group is cohesive
enough, that is what builds trust. However, as you can imagine, as civic cultures
begin to disaggregate, in the sense that we are no longer talking about the Rotary
Club, where these groups actually live, what they mean and how trust gets formed
within dispersed networks is not as clear as it once was. There is a difference
between vertical trust (the way individuals trust in organizations) and lateral trust
(how individuals trust each other), and how a sense of community and a sense of group
get formulated. Digital networks are transforming how these trust relationships are
formed and communicated (Gordon et al., 2013).

There are three components of civic engagement that have been defined in the
literature: 1 acquiring and processing information and forming opinions; 2 voicing
and debating opinions and beliefs related to civic outcomes; and 3 taking action.
These things are not new, but what is new is where we do this and how we do
this. How does civic engagement happen if we define it within these three terms?
The only way to answer this question is actually to understand the modality in
which we interact and communicate, and if that changes, then acquiring, voicing
and taking action change as well.

Two kinds of communities to be concerned with here are communities of cir-
cumstance and communities of interest. Communities of circumstance are, for
example, where we live, the school we go to, race, ethnicity and nationality –

things over which we have no control. Communities of interest, in turn, are based
on interest. The internet has been fundamental in allowing communities of interest
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to really flourish in an environment where people are connecting with one
another, not necessarily because of circumstance, but because of interest.

So, here is the problem – and this is a problem that will lead me to talk about
the work that we do at the lab: these issues have formerly been addressed within
the framework of efficiency. When governments start to think of these issues,
which are, “How do people engage?”, “What is the nature of civic engagement?”,
they think about: “How do we make the system of civic engagement more effi-
cient?”, “How do we clearly define a system and then create mechanisms within
that system to be run more efficiently than it does currently?” This becomes a real
problem when there is a blur between users and citizens. Often technologies are
deployed by making systems that are efficient for users, but governments actually
need to make citizenship more efficient. As we know, one of the things that
maybe even defines citizenship is a lack of efficiency (Gordon & Walter, 2016).
Citizenship is a very messy concept, and to prescribe the values that are tradition-
ally aligned with technology on to citizenship, becomes really troubling. A lot of
governments and/or nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) are looking towards
technology as a mechanism to crowdsource ideas, to make how ideas are sourced
more efficient. Technology provides low barriers to entry, which again is not a bad
thing but a good thing, but as a form of efficiency it becomes a motivating factor.
So, technology and efficiency are values that are organizing a lot of this work,
especially amongst governments, as governments think about how to deploy
technology to enhance civic engagement.

I will now very briefly describe a case study that we just completed. Some pre-
liminary data in this case study have informed how I am thinking about this work.
We looked at the 311 system in Boston, which is basically a citizen hotline on
which you can report minor urban problems, and we did a survey of both hotline
(or telephone) users and the users of a mobile app that was created to facilitate the
same thing. The app is called Citizens Connect and it allows for people to report
problems within the city by photographing and reporting potholes, outed street
lights, graffiti, broken sidewalks, or whatever it might be, and then submit that
report, and it goes directly to the appropriate public works department. What is
interesting about this, and what we wanted to do when we surveyed users, was to
understand the difference between people who use the mobile app and people
who use telephone and try to understand what the different relationships are
between these two user groups, and how engaged they feel through this act of
reporting.

Our findings revealed that 38 percent of people who use the mobile app never
used the app to look at other reports, even though there is the ability to do so.
There is a social functionality built into the app, but people did not use it in that
way. Some 31 percent used it a minority of the time. Another thing to know
about this is that people typically reported within 50 meters of their home, so even
though the app is mobile, they are reporting right next to where they live. As we
surveyed people, we looked at certain indicators such as neighborhood con-
nectedness and collective efficacy. What became clear is that the civic outcomes, as
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we defined them, were higher for the telephone hotline users than they were for
the mobile users. Specifically, those people who used the telephone said that they
were more aware of what was going on in their community than those using the
mobile app.

There is no social functionality built into calling the hotline, but people felt that
they were far more engaged with their community, except for those who were
super-users of the mobile app, who used all the functionality and who reported a
significantly higher amount of time compared to other people. Those people had
the same civic outcomes as those who used the telephone. So, what we learned
from this is that technology was designed with the purpose of efficiency, but what
happens when you design for efficiency is that you actually lose some of the deeper
engagement that is happening in other realms. So, the technology actually designs
out of its functionality certain kinds of outcomes that are more closely tied to
outcomes of deliberative democracy.

The idea of meaningful inefficiencies and play has been framing a lot of our
work at the Engagement Lab.1 I am really influenced by the work of Hannah
Arendt (1958) and her notion of action as being tied to relationships, which is in
fact tied to the idea of play. She says, “action … no matter what its specific con-
tent, always establishes relationships and therefore has an inherent tendency to
force open all limitations and cut across all boundaries” (ibid., p. 190). The fun-
damental notion of civic action, according to Arendt, is connected to a kind of
openness or playfulness of that action which is in a state of becoming, not a fin-
ished state. We want to use that notion as a design value to create these systems
that open up possibilities, that allow people to explore, play and discover. That
isn’t normally understood as a civic priority for governments or institutions, which
is just more people, more input, and not the kind of deep relational outcome that I
think is possible.

If play is an activity, in which the means are more valued than the ends, it is
non-literal, imaginative, part of a magic circle, then to design for that space, as
opposed to the space that has traditionally been designed by government and
institutions can be quite powerful. We do a lot of game design, and games, as Tom
Sawyer (Twain, 1998) said, can be quite powerful – you’ve just got to invent all
the difficulties. On the one hand, while we were creating a space for play, we were
also creating systems, in which we’re installing the necessary obstacles, creating the
necessary difficulties for people so that play can actually flourish.

The concept of an engagement game is the design charge that so many of our
projects have in the Engagement Lab. In an engagement game, the game is the
process itself. It is not a game designed for learning per se, but instead designed to
facilitate a process in which acts of play are real-world actions. So, the acts of play,
the things that people do within the game itself, become the archivable action,
become the thing that influences policy, become the thing from which people can
retain agency (Gordon et al., 2014).

Some of that was already explored in the Participatory Chinatown project that
we did in 2010 (see Figure 9.1). That was a game that we designed for urban
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planning in the Chinatown neighborhood in Boston. We are just about to launch
a kind of playful system – it’s not quite a game – that is built on the Citizens
Connect 311 mobile app, called Street Cred. Based on the research that we have
already done on Citizens Connect, we decided that in order to make that system
more playful, we had to create a system of campaigns that would take place within
the city. So now when you are reporting a pothole, you are not only reporting a
pothole individually in relation to the public works department, but you are
actually reporting a pothole as part of a campaign that you get automatically
entered into and you can strive to complete along with other people. You are
immediately entered into a social situation that is part of a campaign to accomplish
a particular goal. We are also integrating the Citizens Connect 311 app with other
systems as well, like Foursquare and Instagram, where actions taken within those
applications can contribute to campaigns that are defined by Street Cred. So, we
are trying to bring together a lot of these different elements into the tool.

Another project that we were currently working on, led by my former graduate
student Wade Kimbrough, is a project in Zambia, called Up River (Figure 9.2).
This is a project that we did along the Zambezi river which essentially gets people
to enter data about the local river levels in various regions along the Zambezi river,
so as to provide better data for flood prediction, which is really bad in that part of
the world. The game itself is essentially a basic SMS gambling game, but it’s meant
to cultivate relationships locally and then in other villages or towns beyond. Then
ultimately, it’s meant to gather better data and to generate trust in computer

FIGURE 9.1 The videogame Participatory Chinatown is played during a master planning
meeting in Boston’s Chinatown

(Copyright: Eric Gordon)
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models. The players can actually buy computer modeling information in order to
enhance their bets.

Civic Seed is a game that we are creating in partnership with Tufts University
(Figure 9.3). It is a game designed for college students. It is a roll-playing game
(RPG) where, as students explore a world, they are actually exploring the intri-
cacies of doing community work and understanding their own relationship to civic
engagement. As they are playing this game, they are trying to solve a problem in
the game world, which is that all the colors have been sucked out of the world by
a botanist who has turned evil. They have to collect these magic color seeds and
plant them in the world. As they are doing that, they are also creating what we call
a “civic résumé,” which is a outline of their civic profile that they will carry with
them and will be shareable with community partners outside the game. Again,
with the values of an engagement game, we are trying to cultivate those relation-
ships outside of the game and make those actions that people take within the game
have implications beyond it.

The last project I will talk about is probably our largest game, which is a plat-
form called Community PlanIT (Figure 9.4). Community PlanIT has been used for
community planning in all sorts of different contexts. We’ve used it in Boston for
education planning, we’ve used it in Detroit for urban master planning, we’ve used
it in Los Angeles around social media policy and schools, and also in community

FIGURE 9.2 Kids in Zambia playing Up River, a game to build capacity for flood
responsiveness

(Copyright: Eric Gordon)
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FIGURE 9.3 In Civic Seed, players try to solve the mystery of the town’s disappearing
color

(Copyright: Eric Gordon)

FIGURE 9.4 Youth in Moldova brainstorm about designing a nationwide game of
Community PlanIT for youth unemployment

(Copyright: Eric Gordon)
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planning; we’ve played games in Sweden, the Republic of Moldova, the Kingdom
of Bhutan and elsewhere. The game has been used in a lot of different ways.
Essentially it is a mission-based structure that takes place over the course of three
weeks, and it creates dialogue and deliberation around certain kinds of issues in
communities with the outcome being that specific community projects get funding
at the end, so you pledge your coins in the game to community projects. You can
read all case studies of this particular project on our blog.2 Additionally, on our
website we have a couple of papers published on this if you are interested in
learning more about Community PlanIT.

Q&A

ELI TYPHINA: When you introduce these games to the government and citizens,
what are people’s initial responses and how do you get them comfortable with
the games they are playing? In the article (Gordon & Baldwin-Philippi, 2014),
you talk about what people thought after playing the games, but I am inter-
ested finding out what happened before they started playing the game, and
how you situated your research within the government and citizens.

ERIC GORDON: A lot of this has to do with framing, so when something is framed
or introduced to a community as a game, people immediately respond by
thinking that it is not serious, right? It must be a frivolous action if it’s a game.
We get that quite a bit. At the same time, there is also enthusiasm from youth
as you would expect around the game. Different populations react differently.
This difference is actually quite productive. In any kind of community process
it is difficult to get people involved. Even if we call a town hall meeting, most
planners, for instance, think that it is successful when you have ten people in
the room. The scale that we are talking about is really small. So when you do
a game and you have 1,000 people playing that game, it’s at a different scale
with different people. About 80 percent of people who have played our games
have never participated in a planning process before. So, we are getting dif-
ferent kinds of people to participate in the game than would normally show
up to a town hall meeting. Not all young people, but far more young people.
For instance, in Detroit, out of 1,000 players, 50 percent of them were under
18. That’s part of what makes the process so powerful: we bring together
youth and adults in the same process.

The fact that it is a game is really important because that’s what brings many
of the young people into the process. One of the problems, however, of
calling it a game is that people tend to expect AAA console games. For
gamers, the games that we make kind of suck, and that’s important because for
people who are looking for Grand Theft Auto, we are not giving it to them.
For this reason, we tend to lose self-identifying gamers, who say, “I am a
gamer, this is not the game I was looking for, it is uninteresting.” We also tend
to lose people who never play games and are really offended by the whole
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concept of games. However, that space in the middle, between gamer and
non-gamer, about 90 percent of people, come to the process with enthusiasm.
This is something we have examined in different ways and I think it is still an
important kind of inquiry: how does the perception of games influence how
people interact with a game-based process? If you take the same system and
you call it a game or you don’t call it a game, what is the nature of the
engagement? So we are running an experiment over the next couple of
months which explores that question.

RANJANI PATTABIRAMAN: You were talking about how telephone users were
more engaged than the mobile application users. Do you think this trend is
going to change? What needs to be done to engage mobile users more in civic
engagement? Also, there are a lot of people who do not have access to mobile
technology, so how do you make them involved in civic engagement?

ERIC GORDON: My working hypothesis at the moment is that there is a relation-
ship between sense of engagement, effort and responsibility. When something
is really easy to do, there is often low effort and low responsibility, meaning
that there is low investment in the interaction itself. When I talk to a human
being on a phone, I feel much more responsible for that interaction, and often
more invested in the outcomes. Especially when it is one-to-one conversation,
like the 311 hotline, you actually talk to a person on the other end of the line.
If effort and responsibility are two of the things that structure how invested
one feels in the action they are taking, it is possible to design them into a
mobile experience. The problem is that the focus of mobile design for civic
engagement has been on efficient transactions, not deep interactions. I’m inter-
ested in exploring the latter, in designing mobile experiences that can approx-
imate, if not replicate, the experience of talking to a human being. I am not
saying that we should go back to the telephone as our main design platform,
but I think there is a lot to learn about how important a little bit of effort is,
and some responsibility in how invested people feel in their civic context.

This resonates with Malcolm Gladwell’s (2012) critique of social media and
politics. He argues that social media make activism too easy. It is easy to be
involved in a movement on Twitter, but to get to a town square to protest is
not as easy. His argument is misguided, though, because online and offline
actions are not mutually exclusive. We know that networks of people on
social media do not always end there. People do take actions in the real world,
sometimes facilitated by social media, where there is actual risk and effort
involved. This is one of the design considerations of Street Cred: when you
use your mobile, you see that you take that simple action, there is a low bar-
rier to entry, but after that there is an easy way to get into more interactional
relationships. So it does not stop at that quick transaction, but it pushes you, it
compels you to dig deeper, to invest in others, and even feel responsible for
the actions you take online.

HECTOR RENDON: I am interested in the idea of digital inclusion. Is there a plat-
form that we should know about that would allow these people who are
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usually being excluded, who are not part of this digital community, to be
included in it?

ERIC GORDON: Yes. That was part of the previous question that I did not get
to … the digital divide. It is a big issue, and it is different depending on the
context. For instance, when we did work in Detroit, we had a very particular
solution to the access problem – which I will talk about in a second – versus
when we did a project in Zambia, where the 2G networks across the country
are fantastic, so we were able to design an SMS system and have it be acces-
sible across the entire country, even in rural areas. If we were to do something
that needed 3G, no one could use it. This is always important to consider:
who has the technology, and how they are using it?

Kids have computer access at school in most American cities. Detroit, for
example, has a depressed economy, and it has a large urban population that is
spread out across a huge land mass. The connectivity is spotty across the city.
Therefore, one of our strategies in Detroit was to partner with schools, so we
had kids using the game in schools and we tried to get kids to talk to their
parents about the process. We were pretty successful in disseminating these
conversations across the city. Even if adults were not playing the game, we
often found that the kids were talking to their parents about the game, even if
they weren’t asking them to play. The kids were really excited about having
adults in the system, but they were not at all excited about having their parents
in the system. They made a very clear distinction: “It’s great to have adults!”
but when I asked them, “Did you ask your parents to play?” they nearly all
said, “No! Why would we do that?!” As it turns out, parents are very different
from “adults” writ large.

Also in Detroit we worked with the public libraries. We had stations set up
in multiple library locations so people could drop in and play. We organized a
bunch of workshops at libraries while the game was live. This actually
emerged from a town hall meeting we organized prior to the game launch.
Some expressed concern that people needed a driver’s license to get a library
card, and even making terminals available to play the game would still exclude
those without identification. The library was represented at the meeting and
responded quite expeditiously by allowing people to access the computers in
the library without a card during the run of the game.

However, mobile devices fundamentally change the digital divide debate.
Smartphones are fairly ubiquitous in the United States. In Detroit, the
majority of youth that we worked with had smartphones. Even when they did
not have broadband at home, they had smartphones. Designing for small
screens is really important for accessibility. Even in the developing world, the
presence of cheap smartphones is increasing, but people use them in dif-
ferent ways and for different reasons, so there’s no one design solution. Every
project I do, I first consider how people access and think about technology,
and then design processes and procedures for people to connect to the new
tool.
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My work is often criticized for excluding people. Taking community
planning as an example, typically the process would involve some kind of
town hall meeting and the community would be invited to provide feedback
on a plan. When I bring Community PlanIT into a process, I am sometimes
told that by virtue of it being online, it is too exclusive. My response is that
town hall meetings are exclusive as well. If you hold a meeting on a Tuesday
night at 6.00 p.m., you’re excluding a lot of people. You are excluding people
who just don’t want to do it, you’re excluding people who work two jobs,
who have kids, you are excluding people who are just terrified to show up at a
town hall meeting. You’re excluding people who do not speak English well.
You exclude them online too, but you are certainly excluding them there.
There are politics and power dynamics involved in any kind of organization of
community. Online processes are exclusive in some ways, but they are more
inclusive in other ways. The solution is really to create multi-modal solutions
where you do a bunch of different things because different people will be
more comfortable connecting in different ways. A good example of this is that
one of the winners in Detroit was this really articulate young woman, she was
in tenth grade, I believe. She was very shy and I asked her if she would ever
go to a meeting and say these things. She said: “Absolutely not.” She would
never go to a meeting; she would never speak in front of her community. She
said this wonderful thing: “I need a backspace.” There is something about
how some people are more comfortable participating where if you don’t have
a backspace, you are just not going to feel OK standing in front of people and
saying things when it has real political implications.

PINAR CEYHAN: I believe mobile applications are less formal, so they make parti-
cipation more inviting. Everybody should feel more included, even if they
don’t feel comfortable participating in a town hall meeting. However, when
you were talking about participating via landline phones versus mobile phones,
you said that even though the outcome was the same (for example, the gov-
ernment would go and fix things), people using landline phones felt more
engaged. Is this because interaction via landline phone was one-to-one inter-
action? For instance, when we make our claims through the landline phone,
do we think that people actually feel they are generating action?

ERIC GORDON: I do not know the answer to that. What we looked at was not
related specifically to outcomes, so we didn’t ask people, “was your pothole
filled?” or “was your street light fixed?” That was not actually one of the
things that we looked at, but I think it is an interesting question. I would
assume that if someone feels more connected, then they will feel more
responsible for good things that come about. I think that you’re probably
right. They will feel better and feel that they had more to do with it. I think
that would be a safe assumption based on the data we have, but certainly
worth more study.

PINAR CEYHAN: Since the youth are using mobile applications more frequently,
they want more autonomy, they want more social interaction and they want
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more active participation. Is our understanding of authoritative figures, and
our understanding of the government, shifting due to the use of mobile
technologies and gaming? Is it becoming more frequent and more diffused in
different aspects of our lives?

ERIC GORDON: Yes. We’ve looked at how trust gets built, for instance, in the
community planning research, and trust does not necessarily create more ver-
tical trust (Gordon & Baldwin-Philippi, 2014). It’s not like youth are playing
this game, for instance, and then trusting more in government, but they are
trusting more in each other to get something done and even more on-the-
ground organizations that they could potentially have a deeper relationship
with. That’s the context in which this work is situated. We are not joining
groups with the same frequency, we no longer feel the same kind of allegiance
to institutions. Because of the dissemination of our participation, or rather the
distribution of our participation, the ways in which we trust in these organi-
zations is fundamentally changing, and that is why when we looked at Citizens
Connect we were not so interested in how people felt about the government
per se; we were interested in how connected they felt to the community.
That’s a more interesting question to me. It is not about making the govern-
ment appear more effective. It is actually making community stronger in
response to the government or institutions that guide it. I don’t think that
institutions should be the primary focus of how we understand civic engage-
ment. The approach to the study of civic engagement has been to look at
traditional outcome measures, like voter turnout and meeting attendance.
Those are not the things that we should be looking at anymore. Now we
should be looking at the strength of networks. We should be looking at the
depth of trust, we should be looking at efficacy and how that relates to other
kinds of actions within the community. When we talk about engaged com-
munities, and we think about what the benefits of engaged communities are,
voter turnout is not necessarily the right indicator for the kinds of strong
communities that are possible through digital networks.

LARISSA CARNEIRO: I like very much these three mechanisms of engagement that
you establish: trust, empowerment and action mechanisms. This is an inter-
esting way of seeing differences between civic engagements. For instance, the
first kind of civic engagement that comes to our mind is the burst of protests
in the Arab Spring, Turkey, or recently in Brazil, which are more based on
lateral trust. People create communities of feelings based on shared images,
stories, the feeling of collective empowerment that leads to action. However,
you are talking about projects with games in a different kind of civic engage-
ment, a more vertical one. I am not referring to trust in institutions, but you
are part of an institution. Are these games attempting to create a Habermasian
ideal of public sphere that actually never happened before (Habermas, 1989)?

ERIC GORDON: I hope not. I do not consider myself a Habermasian. While I think
that there are problems with the Habermasian forum, I do consider myself a
deliberative democrat, in the sense that I believe in deliberation as a powerful
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process and one that can be constructive and productive. I do not think that
this creates an ideal public sphere that it is somehow outside the structures of
power, which of course is the critique of Habermas (Goldberg, 2010). I am
very aware in the systems that we design of how power influences how people
interact. That said, there can be systems that are deployed within social, public
or civic contexts that are affiliated with institutions, that do not need to be
devalued simply because they are affiliated with institutions, and this is how I
approach the problem. Thinking about the Arab Spring and the use of Twitter
and Facebook, for instance, as these powerful mechanisms that organize people
outside the strong arm of government is something that is idealized. That’s an
important mode of interaction, but what we are talking about is in parallel and
sometimes in collaboration with institutions, organizations and groups, with
official organizations because that power structure is still there and does not go
anywhere. Simply because you have a parallel network on Twitter does not
mean that the power structures of government are gone; it does not mean that
the power structure organized through NGOs or community development
corporations (CDCs) are not there and are not real. My work has focused a lot
on what I understand as not necessarily networked individuals, but networked
groups. I still believe in the power of organizations because they have a lot of
power, and using technology to allow organizations to coordinate, to co-
facilitate, for people to engage meaningfully with them without having to
pledge allegiance to them is something that I am very interested in. In this
sense, my work tries to do that; it tries to bring together organizations,
understanding how power works within these organizations without being
an arm of those organizations. Sometimes you lose power when you design
tools that are only about bypassing institutions and organizations. My work is
distinct in that sense. It’s not trying to bypass, but trying to coordinate.

Conclusion: Chelsea K. Hampton

Popular discussions on mobile technologies often revolve around determining how
or if technologies are “good” or “bad” for individuals and interpersonal relation-
ships. However, researchers seeking to track the impact of mobile technologies on
social relations attempt to move beyond dichotomous thinking and examine the
complexities of social adoption and assumptions about new technology (de Souza e
Silva et al., 2011; Ling, 2012). For instance, Rich Ling (2012) mentions the use of
cell phones in classrooms to point out that mobile technology “disturbs the prear-
ranged social situation” (p. 108) of any given social context and this results in mobile
technology use needing to be justified in order to be socially acceptable. If cell
phones are not “useful” in a classroom situation, then they must disrupt it. To be
rendered acceptable, technologies must have a clear value. For example, cell phones
must be viewed as valuable for personal safety, interpersonal connectivity, and as
status symbols (Hewison, 1996; Ling, 2012; Ling & Donner, 2009). Most of these
uses are related to cell phones as personal items and mediators of personal
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relationships. However, mobile technologies have had an impact on more than just
interpersonal relationships; increasingly, mobile technologies are deployed in the
service of organizational structures, both public and private. In his discussion of mobile
technology and civic engagement, Eric Gordon suggests that mobile technologies
have been put to civic purposes in part because of the “efficiency” they afford gov-
ernments in managing existing organizational systems and connecting with citizens.

However, “[c]itizenship is a very messy concept,” as Gordon notes. While gov-
ernment organizations tend to view technology in terms of making “civic
engagement more efficient,” Gordon suggests that simple “efficiency” may be the
wrong focus in terms of attracting citizen involvement, particularly in terms of
building relationships of trust between governments and their constituents. Rela-
tionships of trust, whether between individuals and organizations, or between
individuals themselves, are messy. While mobile technologies certainly offer mul-
tiple new methods of engaging communities and building civic trust, Gordon
rejects the notion that technologies will “solve” issues of individual civic partici-
pation. This stance places him among mobilities and human–computer interaction
(HCI) researchers who call for more nuanced examinations of mobile technology
in everyday life. These researchers look beyond what technology is intended or
imagined to do, and examine how it restructures interpersonal interaction, social
norms and power relations (de Souza e Silva & Frith, 2012; Dourish & Bell, 2011;
Sheller & Urry, 2006).

Specifically, Gordon’s discussion of civic engagement raises the important issue
of how to reconcile the potential for “efficient” communication with the compli-
cated “messiness” of human interactions. Gordon points out that digital divides are
a serious barrier to digital participation in some communities, contending that
digital solutions must be flexible.

In recent years, we have seen a number of protests utilizing mobile technologies.
Occupy Wall Street in the United States and the Arab Spring in Egypt are two
prominent examples. Indeed, such movements demonstrate how traditional civic
structures are being forced to engage with publics in new ways. For example, in
the 2010 “Red Shirt” protests in Bangkok, Thailand, citizens utilized mobile
technologies to rally for political change, but the government also sought to use
the same mobile systems to engage with and gain control of the situation. This
group of primarily rural Thai citizens gathered in Bangkok to protest the 2006
military coup d’état that ousted Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra and the resulting
cycle of elections (which Thaksin’s party consistently won) and military inter-
ference (News, 2011). Politicians associated with Thaksin continued to win elec-
tions, and the military and the courts continued to interfere, inspiring widespread
protest movements. In 2010, the Red Shirts, wary of the military, government and
media systems, created their own intra-group network using SMS mobile messa-
ging. They used these messages to counter “official” news reports as well as to
successfully coordinate protest events over three months in the spring of 2010. In
response, government agencies began to send SMS messages of their own, mass-
texting calls for peace and reconciliation (Nation, 2010). These mobile types of
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communication did not replace other modes of interaction – the Red Shirts rallied
in huge crowds, and the government continued to utilize other modes of com-
munication, particularly mass media – but mobile messaging offered alternative
methods of engagement in these civic issues.

In other words, networks fostered through personal mobile technologies do not
replace other social networks, such as government organizations, but rather “par-
allel” them. Neither sort of network automatically gains the trust of communities.
Trust must be negotiated and constructed carefully, whether in “communities of
circumstance”within which individuals have limited choice regarding participation, or
in “communities of interest,” which are the result of personal choice and involve-
ment. What are the attributes of “trust” at the civic level and how can trust be built
and maintained? Above, Gordon suggests that “trust” in groups is directly related
to “interpersonal and procedural fairness.” Digital networks transform how trust has
traditionally been built and maintained both vertically (with organizations) as well
as laterally (with other individuals). In the case of the Thai Red Shirts, trust in the
“interpersonal and procedural fairness” of the country’s vertical networks was little
to non-existent – their perceived exclusion from governmental processes left the
lateral trust fostered through their internal group networks to be more compelling.
As a result, government agencies texting the protestors did little to overcome Red
Shirt grievances, nor did it solve underlying issues of governmental representation.

Simply adding mobile technology will not fix drastic problems, but it can offer
other forums for engagement. Gordon rightly points out that all sorts of civic par-
ticipation are necessarily exclusionary – both a town hall and an online forum have
specific limitations in who will be able to contribute. He argues that this demon-
strates the need for “multi-modal” solutions – strategies not entirely dependent on
technology or “in person” – rather than rejecting technology outright or assuming
that technology can solve participation problems.

In particular, organizations and interested persons must design “multi-modal”
solutions that respond to the “three components of civic engagement” that Gordon
outlines based on his research: acquiring information, public debate, and action.
Technology does not eclipse these components, but structures them in new ways.
Newer mobile technologies do not always completely eclipse older communicative
technologies, either. Gordon’s example of the Citizens Connect project demon-
strates that civic engagement is a very complex thing, and merely developing
mobile apps will not necessarily engage whole communities – rather, people in the
community engage using methods and media that feel most comfortable to them as
individuals. Similarly, the weight given to a particular medium or message is also
based on the trust ascribed to the parties involved, as the Red Shirts’ rejection of
governmental communications demonstrates. Citizens Connect functions as an
example of an outreach approach fostered by civic authorities, while the Red Shirts
demonstrate how disenfranchised groups can utilize mobile technologies to rede-
fine modes of civic engagement. Both cases illustrate the benefits and drawbacks of
such approaches, highlighting mobile media’s potential as well as its drawbacks for
fostering productive civic engagement.
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Notes

1 elab.emerson.edu.
2 See engagementlab.emerson.edu/blog/.
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