
51

Copyright © 2012, IGI Global. Copying or distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission of IGI Global is prohibited.

Chapter  3

DOI: 10.4018/978-1-61350-444-4.ch003

Philip J. Salem
Texas State University, USA

Civic Engagement 
and Communication 

Technology Networks

ABSTRACT

Individuals address public issues by becoming involved with civic groups and performing civic activities 
such as charity and political work. Changes in communication technology have led to changes in civic 
engagement, and it is now possible to perform civic activities digitally. Actors develop social networks 
as they use various communication technologies, and the resultant networks act as passive constraints 
on individual activities. This chapter reports the results and implications of one study exploring the 
relationships between civic engagement and communication technology networks.

The researcher investigated face-to-face, telephone, email, private electronic, and public electronic 
communication networks. Private electronic communication networks develop through text messaging, 
instant messaging, and private chat, and public electronic communication networks emerge through the 
exchange of messages over blogs, social network sites, and Twitter. Results indicate individuals used 
different technology to develop different networks to assist them in different ways. Public electronic 
communication was unrelated to civic engagement.
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CIVIC ENGAGEMENT AND 
COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGY 
NETWORKS

Civic engagement (CE) involves those individual 
and collective actions designed to identify and 
address issues of public concern (APA, 2010). 
CE includes participation in social groups, chari-
table groups, and political groups. The construct 
involves all forms of service learning and com-
munity service, and public figures often call for 
greater involvement of the public in common 
concerns (The White House, 2010). The Journal 
of Civic Commitment is a biannual publication 
devoted to research in this area.

Putnam (1995, 2000) is one source of the cur-
rent scholarly interest in CE. Individuals obtain 
various resources through their connections to oth-
ers, and social capital refers to those resources that 
would otherwise not be available outside a social 
network. Putnam argues that there was another 
type of social capital - resources shared by all by 
virtue of being connected in the same community. 
He contended that Americans are connected less 
to each other and are losing that common social 
capital. Individuals are more socially isolated 
and less involved with each other for a common 
good. There is less social engagement. Others 
echo these concerns (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, 
& Brashears, 2006; Pew Research Center, 2010).

Three factors challenge these arguments. First, 
the nature of community is changing. Wellman 
and his colleagues argue that individuals construct 
their own communities, and personal networks 
are the locus of CE (Chua, Madej, & Wellman, 
2011). Communities are changing from places 
such as neighborhoods or collections of people 
with shared interests, to the set of people connected 
to a person – a personal community. This argu-
ment suggests the next challenge by noting that 
communication has evolved from door-to-door, to 
place-to-place, to person-to-person. Technology 
leads to the blending of local and global.

A second factor is the nature of communication 
technology. Communication is a social process 
in which individuals in a relationship construct 
messages as part of ongoing episodes (Salem, 
2009). Communication technology refers to the 
way people communicate with each other. Con-
temporary technologies include e-mail, private 
electronic technology such as text messaging or 
instant messaging, and public electronic com-
munication such as exchanging messages on a 
blog or through social networking sites, as well 
as telephone and face-to-face methods. The nature 
of this technology means that individuals may 
engage in CE in many ways. People may discuss 
issues, exchange opinions, and contribute actual 
civic behavior and funds electronically as well as 
in traditional ways. A recent report suggests that 
greater Internet involvement related strongly to 
greater overall CE (Smith, Lehman Scholzman, 
Verba, & Brady, 2009).

Finally, the emerging structures of networks act 
as passive constraints to individual action (Salem, 
2008, 2009). As individuals communicate with 
each other, they develop a pattern of interactions 
forming a network. A network constrains the inter-
actions of an individual, making some interactions 
more likely than others and some resources easier 
to obtain than others. Although an individual has 
direct control over his or her own messages and 
some control over the interactions with direct 
contacts - alters, individuals have less and less 
influence on the interactions between alters or 
between the alters of alters. No one individual 
or group of individuals controls a network, but 
a network emerges through the accumulation of 
individual local actions. A network is a passive 
constraint on local actions, including CE. People 
communicate in different ways, developing sepa-
rate communication technology networks and 
different passive constraints.

The purpose of this chapter is to report on an 
investigation of the relationships between commu-
nication technology personal networks and civic 
engagement. I review current research on civic 
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