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Two Eras of Civic Information and the
Evolving Relationship setween Civil Society
Organizations axd Young Citizens

Literature suggests
that online
organizations are
more likely to
embrace a newer,
more youth-friendly
communication
style than
organizations
working within the
formal political
realm. The author’s
study of Facebook
communications
mainly confirms this,
but the low levels of
youth-friendly
communications
across the board
raise doubts about
the likelihood of a
civil society
resurgence through
social media.
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[A] paradigm shift in the
logic and structure of
the information system
is underway, which

may entail a period

of disjuncture as
institutions of
democraticsociety lag
behind (especially
younger) individuals’
preferences and habits
with respect to how they
interact with civic

information.
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interpretation of information from journalists
and other sources. Given these essential roles,
it is hard to imagine the future of public engage-
ment without such institutions. Over the course
of the second half of the twentieth century,
however, these institutions declined and their
work changed.

A Paradigm Shift

A number of explanations have been offered for
the decline,! and while not contradicting any of
these, the framework of civic information styles
that this article advances adds a new perspective.

We argue that a paradigm shift in the logic
and structure of the information system is under-
way, which may entail a period of disjuncture
as institutions of democratic society lag behind
(especially younger) individuals’ preferences
and habits with respect to how they interact with
civic information. The framework’s communi-
cation-centered view suggests that part of the
disjuncture may be attributable to civic organi-
zations’ adaptation to the “media politics” of the
late twentieth century, in which their communi-
cations became driven by the need to compete
in a highly competitive, mass-mediated political
communication environment.? Organizations’
needs for active member input were lowered,
as they relied increasingly on experts to frame
both policy and their public face, and the costs
of member input were raised, as the risk of
members’ actions or communications disrupting
the carefully honed message of the communica-
tion officials increased.

This falls in line with Theda Skocpol’s analysis
of participation in civic organizations, in which
she notes a shift in organizations’ structures from
“membership” organizations rooted in small,
personal gatherings to “management” conglom-
erates aggregating the resources—often simply
financial—of disparate individuals into a strategi-
cally directed political force.’ These management
organizations offer a citizen—communication
relationship increasingly in conflict with the par-
ticipatory preferences that have been develop-
ing over the past several decades, and the rapid
dispersion of digital communication technolo-
gies in the last decade, in particular, has spurred

scholarly interest in how changes in communica-
tion technology might be reshaping—and possibly
reinvigorating—citizens’ opportunities and incli-
nations for engagement. In addition, research has
especially focused on the engagement of young
citizens, a population historically underengaged
and among the most active users of digital media.*

This article, too, concentrates on young people
and engagement; however, unlike much recent
work on digital media and civic engagement, it
does not cover the myriad ways in which digital
media enable novel forms of decentralized and
personalized social movements or activities. As
exciting as these new forms of political com-
munication are, this study makes the case that it
would be a mistake to neglect how digital media
are transforming the relationship between citi-
zens and the major civic organizations that have
guided American civic life for the past 150 years.?
This article’s aim, therefore, is to reconsider the
faltering civic engagement record of young people
through the lens of the communication relation-
ship between citizens and civic organizations,
and to consider how that relationship is chang-
ing—and has the potential to change—with the
introduction of interactive digital media.

The article proceeds in two steps. First, build-
ing on earlier work on changing civic identities,®
it develops a framework of two civic information
styles at play in contemporary Western societies.
We then apply that civic information framework to
reconsider the relationship between major organi-
zations of civil society and young citizens.

Two Styles of Civic Information

Two bodies of thought inform our framework of
civic information styles. The first is research on
the shifts and challenges affecting youth civic
engagement wrought by social changes of the last
half century. The second considers the norms and
practices of “digital culture.””

The notion of civic information that we employ
here is a broader and more inclusive term than
“news.” It views the news as a particular form
of citizen—information relationship based in the
modern society of the mid-twentieth century—
one that privileged rationality, division of labor,
and a relatively clean separation between the
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public and private spheres of life. For citizens
of the “high-modern” era of journalism, keeping
abreast of the public and political world meant
getting the news via professional reporters and
newscasters. For many citizens, this is no longer
their civic information experience; they now
receive news about any topic from a variety of
sources that include credentialed journalists but
also bloggers, friends, and a host of others—and
at any time of day.

Social Change and Civic Identity

Scholars emphasize that whether and how young
people become engaged must be considered in
light of the sociopolitical context in which their
civic identities develop.® The last half century
has been a period of profound change in those
contexts. The rise of the “network society” has
been characterized by specialization and global-
ization of the industrialized economies and other
processes that decrease opportunities for forging
strong interest-based social organization on a tra-

ditional, local level.'

This change is a marked departure from the
“modern” social order that mid-twentieth-cen-
tury citizens experienced, in which economic,
social, and political well-being was organized
through formal social groups. W. Lance Bennett
offers a two-part typology of civic styles to
describe the citizenship emerging under the new
conditions. In his reading, young people’s citizen-
ship is increasingly characterized by personally
resonant forms of action organized through per-
sonalized networks—leading to activities such
as political consumerism, “lifestyle” or “post-
materialist” politics, and nonpolitical but civic
activities such as volunteering. Bennett terms
this emergent civic orientation “self-Actualizing,”
and contrasts it with the “Dutiful” orientation of
older citizens.!! The dutiful-actualizing frame-
work of civic styles is the starting point for the
civic information-style framework we develop
here (see table 1, following page). However, that
civic identity is an insufficient conceptualiza-
tion of how younger citizens’ information styles

diverge from those of the previous information
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[There] has been an
emerging expectation
that communication will
come with participatory
opportunities—
opportunities to
contribute one’s own
ideas and meanings to
the texts circulating

through society.
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Table 1. Two paradigms of civicinformation, contrasting the preferred mode of interaction and bases for interpreting

and assessing information by the dutiful and actualizing civic information styles

Older/dutiful

Younger/actualizing

Mode of interaction with
information

Centered on reception of information from
news and key civic leaders

Expectation of participation in production
and sharing of information

Interpretation and assessment
of information
sources key to credibility

Guided by membership/identification
with social groups, parties; authoritative

Driven by individual interests and trusted
networks; credibility based on relevance
and reliability

era. To complete the picture, it is necessary to
examine the norms of digital culture, in which
the trends of civic identity find expression and
reinforcement.

Technological Change

As has been widely observed, many younger citi-
zens have an affinity for communicating via digital
media.’>? Mark Deuze examines the “set of values,
norms, practices, and expectations shared by
[. . .] those inhabitants of modern societies most
directly affected by computerization.” One char-
acteristic he noted was participation: the notion
that across many domains of life, from television
to gaming to politics, people were “increasingly
claiming the right to be heard rather than be
spoken to.”'® That is, there has been an emerg-
ing expectation that communication will come
with participatory opportunities—opportunities
to contribute one’s own ideas and meanings to
the texts circulating through society.™*

A second characteristic of digital culture—bri-
colage—describes the process of assembling a
perception of reality from a variety of sources."
Bricolage is the information-gathering norm of a
network logic—the equivalent of rigorously follow-
ing an authoritative newspaper or credible opinion
leader in the group-based society. This process
occurs at the level of the individual, who designs a
communication environment using tools such as
Really Simple Syndication (RSS) feeds and social
media, and at the level of a media or civic organiza-
tion, which collects content to share with readers.
In this way, civic organizations become informa-
tion nodes, connecting users to sources in a wide
network rather than within a single institution.

Two Eras of Civic Information

We have argued that a shift in civic information
style is deeply rooted in social changes, and that
those changes both informed the development of
and are expressed through the norms of infor-
mation exchange becoming known as digital
culture. These changes point the way toward a
framework of civic information styles that con-
trasts the emerging information style with the
one that preceded it. Table 1 summarizes the con-
trast between these information styles in terms
of two key elements of civic information use:
the user’s mode of interaction with information,
and the bases for interpreting and evaluating that
information.

First, in the dutiful era, the good citizen
interacted with civic information—preferably
from certified journalists and authoritative civic
leaders—by consuming it. In contrast, the actual-
izing citizen rejects a purely consumerist orienta-
tion toward information: this citizen has grown
up in an era in which political events are not
limited to any formal time; rather, the develop-
ment and competition of opinion is relentless,
and communication acts themselves represent
a continually available avenue for participating
in that activity.'¢

Second, we noted within the actualizing infor-
mation style a preference for networked informa-
tion seeking, or bricolage. For younger citizens
who embrace this model of information, the
declining credibility of news organizations and
other sources of civic information is giving way
to new patterns of information interpretation
and assessment based on reliability rather than
authoritativeness.
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Reinterpreting the Decline of

Organized Civic Association

The civic information—style framework just
described gives us a fresh opportunity to under-
stand the gap between younger citizens and
politics.'”

The Possibilities of Organizational

Communication Online

The digital revolution stands out starkly against the
backdrop of late-twentieth-century management
politics, because a communications technology that
some see as reversing this dynamic is now stand-
ing alongside a civic order of highly professional-
ized communications and a dispirited citizenry, and
organizations old and new are experimenting with
novel ways of engaging citizens.'® Bruce Bimber
uses the notion of “post-bureaucratic political
organization” to describe the weakened need for
highly structured organizations to facilitate collec-
tive political action and, in their place, the rise of
more flexibly organized opportunities for collective
action.t?

Building on this idea, in “Modeling the Struc-
ture of Collective Action” Andrew Flanagin et
al. offer a conceptualization of organizations’
approaches to engagement and communication
with links to the styles of citizen information
preference developed above. They describe two
modes by which organizations attempt to engage
their supporters: one “institutional,” in which
organizations structure and prescribe the nature
of supporters’ engagement with the group; and
one “entrepreneurial,” “in which participants have
a high degree of autonomy and may design col-
lective action in ways that are not sanctioned or
controlled by a central authority.”*

These two forms of organization—supporter rela-
tionship describe the same tension between autono-
mous information sharing and dutiful consumption
that the civic information framework captures at
the individual level. Both posit a shift toward a
citizen or supporter role that involves substantially
more participatory—or entrepreneurial—oppor-
tunities for citizens and requires more flexibility
and accommodation on the part of organizations.
Part of the recent attractiveness and success of the
entrepreneurial action forms described by Flanagin
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et al. is surely their openness to active participation
and expression that resonate with the actualizing
style of civic information. Indeed, evidence from
studies of young people in the context of school-
based civic learning demonstrates a notable prefer-
ence for active decision making and self-expression

over conventional, rote civics curricula.?!

Communication Styles of Organizations

These observations raise the core questions of this
study: To what extent are major civic organiza-
tions willing and able to adapt to a communica-
tive relationship with young people that suits their
information preferences? And which are most and
least likely to do so? Recent work on the evolution
of organizations and digital media offers some
guidance on these questions.

David Karpf argues that a new class of orga-
nizations is emergent, largely responding to
the new opportunities afforded by digital com-
munication. Viewing MoveOn as an archetypal
member of this class, he illustrates the new model
of organizational membership and communica-
tion on offer: citizens’ participation in groups is
defined less through dues payments and clear
boundaries between members and nonmembers
and more through flows of communication and
networked actions enabled, for example, by a
MoveOn e-mail action alert. Further, he antici-
pates a shift in the ecology of interest groups,
as traditional brick-and-mortar organizations
struggle to contend with the opportunities for
fundraising and rapid, dispersed mobilization
pioneered by MoveOn and its ilk.?

Connecting these organizations’ patterns to the
collective action theory developed by Flanagin
et al., Bimber et al. show that MoveOn members
have a more entrepreneurial experience within
the organization than do members of the Ameri-
can Legion or Association of American Retired
Persons (AARP).% This suggests that a certain
class of organizations—operating only online,
with limited investments in physical infrastruc-
ture, permanent staffs, and formal membership,
and that are unlikely to have existed before the
inception of the World Wide Web—may be likely
to outperform others in offering communications
attractive to citizens with actualizing preferences.

[David Karpf] anticipates
ashiftin the ecology of
interest groups, as
traditional brick-and-
mortar organizations
struggle to contend with
the opportunities for
fundraising and rapid,
dispersed mobilization
pioneered by MoveOn

and itsiilk.
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Older organizations are
likely to experience
organizational inertia—
organizational patterns
and memory of an era of
media politics that make
them protective of
messages and resistant
to sharing their message
making with supporters.
These organizations
may find it challenging
toembracea
communication
relationship rooted in
the norms of digital

culture.
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On the other side, organizations that did exist
before the Internet, and that remain heavily
invested in offline programs, are likely to be differ-
ent. Older organizations are likely to experience
organizational inertia—organizational patterns
and memory of an era of media politics that
make them protective of messages and resistant
to sharing their message making with support-
ers. These organizations may find it challenging
to embrace a communication relationship rooted
in the norms of digital culture.

This distinction, between organizations with
roots in the offline world and those that have been
created to take advantage of the unique norms and
opportunities of digital culture, formed a hypoth-
esis for testing: that a greater portion of the status
updates of online-only organizations—those
without substantial ties to the offline world—
would include actualizing communication charac-
teristics than would the updates of organizations
based offline.

Other Considerations

Leaving aside online-only organizations, several
other factors may affect an organization’s adap-
tation to new information norms. In particular,
organizations in different positions within the
community and with different orientations to the
civic world may experience distinct configura-
tions of incentives for experimenting with inno-
vation, risks of failure, and constraints based on
members’ expectations.

One dynamic worth investigating is how an
organization’s role in formal politics affects its
willingness to engage in actualizing communica-
tions. There are several reasons to suspect that
this may be inhibiting: an organization engaged in
political contention has a great deal to lose from
being associated with content offensive to a key
constituency or otherwise failing to control the
narrative of the campaign. Stromer-Galley identi-
fied the reticence to enable website interactivity
as early as the 1996 and 1998 U.S. elections;* and
Karpf illustrates this liability with the example
of MoveOn’s unfortunate experience with crowd-
sourcing TV advertisements in 2004.2> Bimber
similarly predicts that parties and governments
should be less adaptable to new communication

styles than other types of organizations, because
they have many more institutional barriers (and
risks) to significantly modifying their style.2

A study of civic learning websites in the
United Kingdom documented such a pattern in
that context. Stephen Coleman’s U.K.-based study
depicted a stark divide between websites offering
formal civic experiences but highly “managed”
interaction styles and those featuring “autono-
mous” communication environments but little by
way of formal political content.?” Wells showed a
similar pattern in the U.S. context.?

An organization’s style of membership surely
also plays a role in how it chooses to address
supporters through social media. Organizations
with memberships accustomed to consultation
and participation in decision making may be
more likely to adopt interactive communications
in social media, whereas groups that have most
fully internalized the management style may not
feel they need to greatly involve supporters. The
key question we explore at this juncture is, How
will various kinds of offline organizations differ
in their willingness to offer features of actualizing

communication?

Organizations and Social Media: Facebook

We tested this question in the context of Face-
book.? Facebook’s rapid growth and features
tailored to politicians, nonprofit organizations,
and corporations have made it an attractive com-
munications platform for those hoping to reach
and develop communications relationships with
people online.?** More pertinent for our purposes,
Facebook represents a test of how civic organi-
zations will adapt to a communications platform
where participation and networked information
sharing are strongly established. While no longer
a youth-dominated platform, over 50 percent of
Facebook’s users are still under thirty, and Face-
book’s history as a youth-driven site suggests that
it embodies many of the digital culture norms. It
also continues to be a nearly ubiquitous presence
in young people’s lives.?!

To begin, we constructed a sample of active
websites, assessed and selected for having a focus
on youth and enhancing civic engagement,* from
organizations noted in previous research,* lists of
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the largest nonprofit organizations in the United
States,?* searches for websites focused on con-
necting youth to civic engagement, and traffic
counts derived from compete.com. We made sure
to include in particular recently created organi-
zations that exist exclusively online (these we
termed “online only”), and offline organizations
that varied in their goals of engaging youth. We
settled on three categories of offline organiza-
tions: those closest to the locus of formal politics
(parties, candidates, and government sites, which
we termed “government”); those outside govern-
ment but that aimed to engage youth in political
activity (we termed these “interest groups”); and
those without formal political goals but rather
(broadly) civic goals (we termed these “commu-
nity groups”).

After a process of elimination based on Face-
book pages that were not found, were defunct,
or produced no status updates during our three-
month sample period (February 1-April 30, 2010),
we were left with fifty-eight Facebook pages. We
gathered status updates from the three-month
period from each organization’s page. (We selected
the three-month period to offer a reasonable range
of time during which each organization created
posts.) In compliance with Facebook’s Statement
of Rights and Responsibilities, we gathered the
data manually; to make the data gathering and
coding tasks manageable under this condition,
only one-third of status updates from more prolific
organizations (those posting fifteen or more times
per month) were included. From organizations

posting fewer than that, every status update was
collected and analyzed. We corrected for the dif-
ferent rates of gathering in analyses.

To assess the degree to which each organiza-
tion’s communications fell more in line with a
dutiful or actualizing style of civic information,
we applied two measures to each status update.
The measures corresponded to the “participa-
tory” and “networked information seeking” char-
acteristics of emerging information preferences
developed below.

In order to gauge the participatory inclinations
of organizations’ communications, a first measure
distinguishes what we termed “organization-
driven” from “fan-driven” content. Organization-
driven content occurs when an organization uses a
status update to project information to supporters
by stating facts or opinions, or actions supporters
should take. This type of communication aligns
with a dutiful civic information style, in which sup-
porters consume information with clear signals
from authorities. Fan-driven posts invite fans to
contribute to the base of knowledge and opinion
of the organization, and align with a more actual-
izing style. Following literature on civic education
and socialization,* our study distinguished two
forms of status update content: straight, informa-
tive messages, which we termed “knowledge”; and
mobilizing messages calling fans to action, which
we termed “action.” We thus assessed each status
update for organization-driven knowledge, orga-
nization-driven action, fan-driven knowledge,
and fan-driven action. Because status updates

Following literature on
civiceducation and
socialization, our study
distinguished two forms
of status update content:
straight, informative
messages, which we
termed “knowledge”;
and mobilizing messages
calling fans to action,
which we termed

“action.”

Table 2. Measures of dutiful and actualizing civicinformation styles as operationalized for analysis of Facebook status updates

Actualizing

Dutiful
Status update text:
organization- or fan-driven | examples
knowledge and action

Nonparticipatory, organization-driven definition and

News about an issue, description of what organization is
doing, or encouragement to take a particular action: “Check
out the article about us published in the nytimes!”; “Tell
your congressman you oppose whale hunting

reduce its carbon footprint?”

1\

Participatory, fan-driven definition and examples

Appeals to fans to share information, opinions, or action
ideas: “What have you heard about the latest IPCC report on
climate change?”; “What is your local community doing to

Link destinations: either
internal or external
or website

Authoritative, centralized information presentation
Links to content on the organization’s own Facebook page

filiated organizations

Networked information sharing/bricolage
Links to content on the Facebook pages or websites of unaf-
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We used both the
content of status
updates—either
organization- or
fan-driven—and the
destination of links—
either internal or
external—in comparing
the communication
styles of online and
offline organizations
and of different kinds of

offline organizations.
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can contain multiple clauses and valences, any
combination of these four content types could
occur in a given status update.

A second measure gauged the organizations’
alignment with the networked information-seek-
ing preferences of young supporters by evaluating
the destination of each link provided with status
updates. Links that directed inwardly to organi-
zations’ own content, either within the Facebook
page or on their website, were considered “inter-
nal,” and aligning with a more dutiful expectation
of civic information style in which organizations
present themselves as silos of expert-curated infor-
mation. Links that directed outwardly to content
from another source, such as another civic orga-
nization or a news site, were considered “exter-
nal,” and aligning with an actualizing information
style in which the organization treated itself as one
informational node among many. For young citi-
zens constructing their own personally and socially
curated information networks—by making con-
nections to preferred individuals and sources of
information—organizations acting in this mode can
add value and thereby develop a new relationship
with potential supporters.*

We used both the content of status updates—
either organization- or fan-driven—and the des-
tination of links—either internal or external—in
comparing the communication styles of online
and offline organizations and of different kinds of
offline organizations. In all, 1,844 status updates
were collected across the organizations, for an
average of just under 31 status updates per orga-
nization. Posting frequency ranged from two sites
that posted only one status update each during the
sample period to the Sierra Club, which posted
326 status updates, of which 109 were collected
and analyzed. Organizations that posted more fre-
quently were thus relatively more represented in
the sample (correcting for this produces the same
results). Organizations employed the full range
of features available with status updates, includ-
ing photos, videos, and links: 1,627 (88.2 percent)
status updates contained at least one link. Status
update text was typically short, well under the
420-character limit: the median update was only
137 characters long, although a few used the full
allotted space.

Organization- and Fan-Driven Content

Four types of status updates offered by the four
categories of sites were Online Only, Govern-
ment/Party, Interest, and Community. Because
organization-driven knowledge was so over-
whelmingly common—occurring in all but twenty-
two of all the status updates—its representation
is the percentage of status updates that presented
organization-driven knowledge and no other type
of content. It became immediately clear that a
strong majority of the status updates posted by
organizations were simply conveying informa-
tion—providing organization-driven knowl-
edge; 63.8 percent of all status updates were of
this type. The pattern is especially pronounced
among government (75.2 percent) and interest
organizations (68 percent), somewhat less so
among online-only organizations (64 percent),
and made up less than half of the posts of com-
munity organizations (44.1 percent). Examples
of this type of message include a 4H message to
click a link to read about a 4H robotics team at a
competition; the American Civil Liberties Union
(ACLU) promoting a Facebook post about privacy
and cell phones; and Barack Obama informing
his supporters about his Wall Street reform plan.

The next most common communication type
is the other form of organization-driven content:
organization-driven action. This was an interest-
ing finding, given the research showing the impor-
tance of action opportunities in engaging youth
with online content.?”

The type of content of greatest interest to us
was that indicating an actualizing communica-
tion style: fan-driven knowledge and action, in
which organizations asked supporters to weigh
in on a topic or suggest ideas for actions. Overall,
these were uncommon: only 5.6 percent of all
status updates contained fan-driven knowledge,
and we identified fan-driven action in only twenty
status updates—a mere 1.1 percent of the sample.
However, the low occurrence of fan-driven
knowledge disguises significant variation among
organizations of different types. Recall that we
anticipated that online-only organizations would
offer more fan-driven knowledge than organi-
zations of the other three (offline) categories.
For two of those categories, this was the case:
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6 percent of online-only organizations’ updates
contained fan-driven knowledge, whereas only 3.6
percent of government organizations’ updates and
only 3.1 percent of interest groups’ updates did.

Running counter to our hypothesis, commu-
nity organizations provided fan-driven knowledge
most often, in anotable 11.8 percent of their status
updates—significantly more often than each of
the other site categories. Although contradicting
our hypothesis, this finding lends some support
to our premise that organizations without specific
political agendas may be more adaptable to actu-
alizing communication than those with agendas:
community organizations offered more fan-driven
knowledge than the overtly political government
and interest organizations.?® Examples of fan-
driven knowledge include the community group
Beta Club asking fans to report on their experi-
ence at their state convention; the Boy Scouts
asking fans to nominate a “leader who inspires
you” for an online award; and the website Toler-
ance.org asking fans whether they have noticed
racism in their community.

Across the sample, internal links were the
more common variety. Eighty-four percent of
links were internal, with only 16 percent direct-
ing to content beyond the organization itself. This
meant that most of the time, when an organization
used a link, it directed to content about itself—a
striking finding in the face of the strong norm of
sharing in the Facebook context, and one that sug-
gests a strong degree of networking narcissism.
Our prediction in this context was that online-only
organizations would be most comfortable linking
to content beyond their immediate purview, and
online-only organizations’ status updates were
indeed most likely to include external links
(19 percent did so). Interest and community
organizations followed, with 14.7 percent and
13.5 percent, respectively. Government organiza-
tions were by far the least likely to offer external
links (with only one status update in twenty doing
so)—a notable finding given that government
groups were most likely to add a link to a status
update (only 4.7 percent had no link).

When we compared offline organizations, the
results were not as simple as a political versus
nonpolitical divide: community and interest
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organizations offered external links at compara-
ble rates, each substantially higher than govern-
ment organizations.

Conclusions

Young citizens’ experiences comprise fewer
formal civic group memberships than in the past,
while digital communications have permeated
all aspects of life. An important consequence is
that the relationship between civic organizations
and young citizens will increasingly be based on
digitally mediated communication. We might be
hopeful that the new era will invite a communi-
cation relationship more in line with the partici-
patory preferences of the younger citizenry, in
contradistinction to the “membership” era of late-
twentieth-century media politics. We might also
be skeptical that civic organizations will easily
adapt their communications to the new context.
We introduced the framework of two civic infor-
mation styles to examine this question.

We found considerable support for our expec-
tation that organizations based wholly online
would offer a more actualizing communication
experience than organizations with strong roots
in the offline world: online-only groups offered
more participatory opportunities than govern-
ment or interest groups, and they were the most
likely by a significant margin to post references
to a diverse array of content types through their
links. These findings support the notion that the
communication dynamics of civic engagement
are undergoing a transformation, and that newer
organizations being created to take advantage of
online possibilities are most reflective of a set of
norms endemic there.* They generally fall in line
with studies finding resistance to incorporating
interactivity into political communications.*’ The
caveat here is that one specific type of offline
group, the community category, offered partici-
patory invitations even more often than online-
only groups.

Meanwhile, on our other measure of actualiz-
ing style, interest groups joined community ones
as more likely to offer links to external content;
government groups used links to point to their
own content 95 percent of the time (online-only
organizations, of course, linked externally more

We might be hopeful
that the new era will
invite a communication
relationship more in line
with the participatory
preferences of the
younger citizenry, in
contradistinction to the
“membership” era of
late-twentieth-century
media politics. We might
also be skeptical that
civicorganizations will
easily adapt their
communications to the

new context.
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Even within a social
networking environment
highly imbued with a
digital ethos of
participation and
bricolage, organizations
seemed to be aiming

to establish narrow
broadcast relationships
with their audience—
essentially employing
the logic of a previous
information paradigm
within a medium
potentially suited to

the contemporary one.
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than all categories of offline groups). Why did
community organizations perform so strongly on
the participatory invitations measure? And why
did interest groups perform very poorly there, but
more capably when it came to promoting external
content?

We noted earlier that interest and govern-
ment groups may be particularly attuned to risks
inherent in inviting supporters’ contributions to a
public space;* this appears to play a role in their
low rates of participatory invitations. In contrast,
something different is happening in community
groups’ Facebook use. While the present data
limit our ability to specify what this is, future
research might examine the role played by
social media communications in the broader set
of interactions between organizations and their
supporters. The measures we used here were
necessarily a subset of those exchanges and, as
aresult, are an incomplete picture of the activity
networks—both online and off—in which orga-
nizations and their supporters are situated. One
wonders whether community organizations have
internal norms strongly oriented toward inviting
member participation: this may thus be a natural
pattern for page administrators to transfer to the
Facebook context.

Ultimately, there may be different conceptu-
alizations of the value of social media at work.
In their survey of advocacy organizations, Jona-
than Obar et al. report a variety of characteristics
those organizations see as useful: these include
reaching existing and new members and creating
feedback loops.*? Our results imply that different
kinds of groups may give very different priorities
to these functions.

There may also be institutional legacies that
have an impact on the styles of interaction that
organizations seek to foster with supporters. In
a recent analysis from a new institutionalist per-
spective, Esterling et al. examined the adoption
of interactive features in the websites of newly
elected U.S. congresspeople.® They found that the
representatives do not appear bound to their imme-
diate predecessors’ choice of features, suggesting a
degree of freedom from strict path dependence and
an opportunity to take advantage of innovations.
However, few did take full advantage of interactive

innovations, and their sites tended to reflect the
patterns extant in Congress, a phenomenon the
authors call “distributional path dependence.”*
Future research should consider whether a similar
phenomenon is taking place among the types of
organizations examined here.

As for why interest organizations offered links
to external content relatively often, a closer look at
external links suggests that this may be a product
of their location within the political sphere. When
they offer external links, interest organizations
direct their supporters to web locations on which
they can learn about current events on issues of
concern, see what relevant institutional bodies are
doing on the issues, and occasionally take action—
for example, by leaving a post on a politician’s
web page or Facebook page.* Interest organiza-
tions’ patterns of linking appear to be a function
of the fact that their work takes place in a political
environment in which different kinds of entities
interact—government agencies, the press, other
organizations—and in which they want to mobilize
their supporters to engage with those entities. It is
possible that because they are already at the center
of much political decision making, parties and gov-
ernment agencies see less reason to connect their
supporters to a wider web of resources.

This article proposed that major civic organiza-
tions might reframe their relationship to young
citizens from one based on the check-writing logic
of media politics to one more amenable to the
preferences of young digital citizens. However, we
found that the efforts of many civic organizations
to communicate with young citizens were likely
to fall flat. Most of the time, most organizations
used their Facebook presences mainly to distrib-
ute newsletter-style notices to followers and offer
links to consistently self-referential content. Even
within a social networking environment highly
imbued with a digital ethos of participation and
bricolage, organizations seemed to be aiming to
establish narrow broadcast relationships with
their audience—essentially employing the logic of
a previous information paradigm within a medium
potentially suited to the contemporary one.*
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Where we did see more potential was among
newly formed, online-based civic organizations. In
line with our expectations, these groups appeared
most adapted to an actualizing style of interact-
ing with potential supporters. This should spur
further interest in these types of organizations and
their work in engaging young people. However,
there are limitations to these kinds of organiza-
tions: Karpf, for example, despite celebrating
the case of MoveOn, suspects that its loosely
bounded membership structure and issue oppor-
tunism are not substitutes for the everyday con-
nection building and advocacy of older-style civic
groups.’” Kreiss et al. similarly question the degree
to which we should embrace postbureaucratic
civic organization.*® In the U.S. context, member-
ship organizations have historically been major
contributors to civic stability and engagement.
The future of these groups, and their forays into
networked digital communication, also deserve
our continuing attention.

The era of digital media may hold the potential
for civic organizations to reinvent their relation-
ship with young constituents within the norms
of the emerging information paradigm. Some
pioneering organizations appear to be doing just
that; what we also see, however, in the Facebook
study, is that many organizations find this transi-
tion difficult. The communications documented
fall more in line with our understanding of the
civic information habits and preferences of citi-
zens of the last century’s mass-media era rather
than those of contemporary young citizens. These
results have significant implications for the study
of youth engagement, the nature of civic informa-
tion and communication in the digital era, and the
practice of fostering engagement online.
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