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The invention of the telegraph is a new factor that Rousseau 
did not include in his calculations. It can be used to speak at 

great distances as fluently and as distinctly as in a room. 
There is no reason why it would not be possible for all the 

citizens of France to communicate their will, within a rather 
short time, in such a way that this communication might be 

considered instantaneous.

Alexander Vandermonde, 1795





A.F. Collins, San Francisco Chronicle, 1919 

The [Athenian] system insured a pure democracy 
in which every citizen could take part and be 

represented. With the growth of population the 
daily meeting soon became unwieldy, and a 

form of representative government was evolved. 
Centuries later the wireless telephone will make 

it possible to return in a measure to these 
primitive and ideal conditions.” 





Aspasie 
MARNE-LA- VALLÉE

Télétel 
VÉLIZY

Conseil Municipal Interactif 
ISSY-LES-MOULINEAUX



The GII will not only be a metaphor for a functioning 
democracy, it will in fact promote the functioning of 

democracy by greatly enhancing the participation of citizens 
in decision-making. And it will greatly promote the ability of 
nations to cooperate with each other. I see an new Athenian 

Age of democracy forged in the fora the GII will create.

Al Gore, 1994 (in Mattelart, 1999)



(…) a strange alchemy of cynicism, 
naïveté and amnesia.

Mattelart, 1999



Civic Tech?
Technologies designed to:

Promote (hopefully inclusive) participation

Promote governments’ response (hopefully inclusive)



What does the book cover?
Comparative study of 23 civic tech initiatives in the Global South examining 
citizen uptake and responsiveness by public service providers

U-Report (Uganda): SMS-based feedback platform run by UNICEF in Uganda

Maji Voice (Kenya): complaints-management system in the water sector

State-level Participatory Budgeting (Brazil): online / offline system for 
definition of government spending



Rationale 
Lowering Transaction Costs



Do ICTs increase participation?



i-voting in PB estimated 
to increase turnout by 12.2%



Maji Voice (Kenya)

How the customer originally submitted the complaint? Count %

by a Social Networking Site (Digital) 1 0.1

by Email (D) 29 2.7

by Mobile Web (D) 169 15.9

by Online Portal (D) 214 20.1

by SMS (D) 35 3.3

by USSD (D) 80 7.5

by Telephone Call 135 12.7

Over the Counter (service center) 400 37.6

by Letter 1 0.1

Total 1064 100



If it was not possible to complain using the channel you 
used would you have you complained in any other way?

Count %

No, I would not have complained at all 100 22.8

Yes, I would have complained by another channel / in 
some other way

339 77.2

Total 439 100

Maji Voice (Kenya)



Who participates in Civic Tech?



Rio Grande do Sul State | Multi-channel PB

N = 23,000

VARIABLE

Use of Social Networks

Retired

Work Day

Income

Not Working

Contact Government

Took part in meeting

Male

Age

Used Internet

Education

Student

PIB meeting
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Percent

SMS

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50 55

Yes, quit easily 38.30
12.20Yes, but with difficulty

No 49.50

Do you know how to use SMS?
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U-Report

F2F

Primary school

Female

Gender

Education

Secondary school

Male

High school

Technical school

University

Proportion

Survey

0 20 40 60

Demographics
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57.3% Female Participation

N: 3.9 Million



Thick x Thin Participation



20 30 40 50 60

50

60

40

30

20
BD

SA IQ

PK
NP

NG
IN

DZLK
AE

MK

ID
MAJO

DO
UA

TNIT

US
LT

RT

BE

JP
PH

AF

GR

UY

GE
CY

CO

AR
HR

BA

SI

RO
NL

MY

HU

TW

SG

UM
AU

CH
FP

TH
MXVN

DK

BY

NZ
CA

ATCLBG

GBNO

BRRS

SE

PL

TR
CR
IL

EC

RU

AL
EG

VE

ZA

KE

% Female change org users

% 
Fe

m
al

e 
ch

an
ge

 o
rg

 p
et

it
io

n 
cr

et
or

s

OZRETK

Petition Signed

Petition Created

Women Contribution

change.org

57.3% 

44% 





But do governments 
respond?





while civic tech platforms have been relevant 
in increasing policymakers’ and senior 

managers’ capacity to respond, most of them 
have yet to influence their willingness to do so





But when governments respond, 
who do they respond to?



FixMyStreet
Predictors of Government Responsiveness

N = 381,623 

SAID “PLEASE”

PHOTO

VARIABLE

ESTIMATE

MALE

LENGTH

0.0 0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8
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change.org
Mobilization is the strongest 

predictor of success



Women have different preferences  
(e.g. animals, health)

Women mobilize more signatures than men

432 273
mean mean



Women-created petitions  
are 1.4 times as likely to be successful 
as male-created petitions

Petition Created
Successful Petitions
Created by Women

change.org

44% 

52% 





Civil society organisations  
are not more efficient



Institutional Design Matters



Digital Civic Engagement and Inequality
Digital divide and Empowering the empowered

Participant  
Profile

Translation  
of participation 
into demands 

UNEQUAL UNEQUAL UNEQUAL

Government 
response

Nature  
of Demand

Impact  
on citizens



Participatory Budgeting

Participant  
Profile

No systematic difference in the 
voting behaviour of online and 

offline voters

Government 
Implementation 

systematically favours  
the disadvantaged

Nature  
of Demand

Impact  
on citizens

ONLINE VOTERS ARE 
FROM TRADITIONALLY 
PRIVILEGED GROUPS

NO DIFFERENCE 
BETWEEN ONLINE AND 

OFFLINE

FAVOURS THE POOR



Understanding Responsiveness









Governments take action based on their 
access to distributed information

Governments take action due to the “naming 
and shaming” effect

Governments take action for both of the 
reasons above



Leveraging knowledge on inclusiveness

Understanding responsiveness





(…) a strange alchemy of cynicism, 
naïveté and amnesia.

Mattelart, 1999
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