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Abstract 
For many grassroots political efforts, the goal is to present   
a claim to government entities that can enact and regulate 
policies in support of that claim. These government actors 
are important and powerful facets to any discussion on the 
politics of collaboration and grassroots movements. Yet, the 
relationship between the duties of elected representatives 
and the growing empowerment of individuals and move- 
ments – especially within e-government and digital civics 
research is under-explored. Using theories in representa- 
tive democracy and a case study of the U.S. Congress, I 
provide a lens into digital grassroots collaboration and po- 
litical engagement from the perspective of representative 
democracy.  This representative perspective can assist in 
the identification and design of technologies for grassroots 
empowerment as they tackle the complex nature of repre- 
sentation in a democracy. 
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Digital Civic Engagement 
Over the past two decades, there has been an increasing 
development of technologies for citizen engagement. These 
systems stem from a belief that technology can democra- 
tize society by redistributing political influence through the 
transmission of knowledge and communication [2, 13]. This 
isn’t to say that all voices will be considered equal, but that 
democratization will avoid swaths of the public from being 
systematically unheard, creating a more even playing field 
for participation. The internet is especially praised for ex- 
panding the range of voices, making it easier for solidarities 
to emerge, and making it harder for entrenched interest to 
ignore dissenting actors [7]. 

Both grassroots movements and governments have  played 
a substantial role in the expansion of democratizing rhetoric. 
Grassroots groups use online petition systems  to  share 
their issues and gain support. They create online commu- 
nities to expand their networks and distribute information 
about their concerns. And online resources allow grass- 
roots groups to campaign on larger scales. Grassroots in- 
volvement may start from local action, but they have sub- 
stantial resources to grow their efforts. 

Governments have also been part of the rise of citizen en- 
gagement by developing more inclusive forms of public par- 
ticipation [27]. Governments have created public input sys- 
tems [1, 17, 14], digitized access to voting [17] and made 
government data more accessible [31] - just to name a few. 
In theory, these systems provide citizens greater access to 
their government with low-cost forms of information access 
and communication. 

Despite the growth in online forms of civic participation, 
there is a debate if such participation has correlated to an 
increase in citizen power in government. Several studies 
have pointed to questionable outcomes of these tools as 

democratic forms of engagement that give power to grass- 
roots movements (e.g., [33, 11, 10]). For example, online 
petition systems are mistrusted by governing bodies and 
questioned for their legitimacy [6, 4]. Public commenting 
systems to representatives are used by the highly educated 
and elite classes skewing the views of representatives and 
staffs when collecting information from public input [12, 25]. 
And social movements that grow online are often limited 
in their ability to present claims to governments without 
stronger internal hierarchies [33]. 

Many of these issues aren’t new. Government distrust of 
petitions has as far back as the 17th century [18] and prob- 
lems with large scale email campaigns have concerned pol- 
icymakers since their first use of email [15, 28]. What has 
changed is the scale and efficiency in which these actions 
are used–seemingly giving a quick power boost to grass- 
roots efforts without ensuring success in the process. Thus, 
long-standing issues in collaboration and activism perpetu- 
ate while re-enforcing power dynamics already in place. 

What these technologies for citizen engagement often ne- 
glect is the perspective of representatives as traditional 
forms of power that still perpetuate in the face of increased 
citizen engagement. If technologies that are meant to im- 
prove citizens influence of government are not taking into 
account the needs and capacities of the government, they 
miss a substantial and critical stakeholder that can deter- 
mine the success of citizen influence [19]. Thus, the people 
who are most oppressed by normative  power  structures 
are unable to make an impact, despite these efforts to uplift 
grassroots involvement in government and politics. In this 
next section, I will discuss representation to demonstrate 
the complexity of its role as it pertains to grassroots efforts. 



 
 
 
 

Representation 
Political scientist Hanna Pitkin’s seminal work defines rep- 
resentation as "acting in the interest of the represented, in  
a manner responsive to them" [30, p. 209-10]. Such a def- 
inition requires representatives to be uniformly bound to 
their citizens, embodying their beliefs and values, and jus- 
tifiably acting on their behalf. Pitkin’s definition also leaves 
substantial room for interpretation - leading to scholarly de- 
bates on what it means to represent and be responsive to 
popular will. 

These debates engendered different models of representa- 
tion. Political theorist Jane Mansbridge [21] offers a set of 
models of representation in which the actions of representa- 
tives vary by temporal and deliberative criteria: 

1. Promissory Representation is a traditional form of rep- 
resentation in which representatives promise to actively 
consider the will of the represented. The representative’s 
normative duty is to keep their promise, looking at past 
promises to determine present actions. 

2. Anticipatory Representation requires representatives 
to acquire information to rationally anticipate future wants 
of the represented. They assume that future voters in an 
electoral democracy can be educated before voting. 

3. Gyroscopic Representation focuses on internal choices. 
The represented choose representatives who are expected  
to act in ways that will gather approval without external in- 
centives. The representatives act only for internal reasons 
and are chosen by the represented through indicators of 
character and perceived predictability of that representa- 
tive’s choices. 

4. Surrogate Representation is the act of representing 
someone whom one has no electoral relationship with. This 

is a non-institutional and informal engagement that provides 
representation for voters who feel unrepresented in their 
district. 

Other scholars offer additional models of representation 
such as the classical Burke trustee vs delegate model that 
separate representatives by their autonomy to responsive- 
ness to constituent will [3], and Pettit’s addition of indicative 
representation [29]. These different models demonstrate 
breadth in how representation can be interpreted. 

Representatives can embody these different forms of repre- 
sentation at different times. For example, a representative 
may have firm convictions about one policy topic but cre-  
ate room for advocates and campaigns to influence their 
decisions on another topic. This creates windows of oppor- 
tunity in which citizens can influence their representative on 
particular actions – but may be unable to convince them on 
others. 

This distinction of models is important for multiple reasons. 
First, when conceptualizing relationships between govern- 
ment representatives and the public, the variance in power 
dynamics for each representation should be acknowledged. 
There is no one way for representatives and constituents to 
interact nor should we assume that all interactions with one 
representative will be the same for every instant. 

Second, the style of representation affects what styles of in- 
formation collection and communication the representative 
values. If a representative is dependent upon constituent 
views, they may use communication tools proactively. Or, 
if a representative is trusted to work autonomously for the 
public, they may choose to spend less time on constituent 
communication. 

These differences in information demand impact the use of 



 
 
 
 

communications technology in substantial ways. For exam- 
ple, Straus & Glassman suggests surrogate representation 
may increase with the affordances of social media (think 
Bernie Sanders reaching out to those outside his Vermont 
district on Facebook) [32]). Gyroscopic representation may 
increase when there is a lack of platforms for citizen partic- 
ipation, rather citizens rely on their trust in the representa- 
tive’s character. Lastly, more delegate forms may take place 
if technologies bring citizens closer to the policy-making 
process through direct engagement. 

These examples demonstrate how technology designs 
could prioritize certain types of representation  over  oth- 
ers depending on their capacities to empower stakeholders 
within the representative structure. As a result, grassroots 
efforts to influence those in powers may be limited by the 
representation available. If those efforts are centered on 
building political acts against systemic oppression, they 
most acknowledge these power dynamics at play. 

Representation is not always a matter of elite power. In 
many cases such as surrogate representation, grassroots 
communities may use their resources to identify those 
within power that can enhance their efforts to address sys- 
temic oppression. Using resources such as communica- 
tions technology can help connect grassroots efforts to the 
right type of representative fit for their goals. 

The Separation of the Public and Government 
Representatives also work as important mediators between 
the public and government, creating space for evaluation, 
criticism, and collective action. Empirical evidence has 
shown that citizens often lack the necessary information to 
make effective policy choices or articulate them in influential 
forms [8]. Limited information does not necessarily prevent 
people from making rational and reasoned political choices 
[20], but more often than not, people lack the time, energy, 

incentive, and resources to engage. Representatives act as 
substitutes - taking in information from constituents when 
they are empowered to speak and interpreting their needs  
in government decision-making. 

Under these constraints, grassroots efforts become es- 
sential by helping constituents navigate and articulate their 
needs in a way that can be understood by those in power. 
They are important resources for collective action that can 
build coalitions around the needs of constituents. What is 
often excluded from the conversation of grassroots tech- 
nology use is how to utilize these technologies to enhance 
citizens ability to educate and empower individuals to con- 
tact their representatives effectively. If the goal of a grass- 
roots movement is to influence government, then enhancing 
the ability for groups to communicate with policymakers is 
pertinent. 

Grassroots campaigns provide some digital systems for cit- 
izens to communicate with representatives, but these sys- 
tems have done more harm than good. For example, online 
campaigns such as requests to "Write Your Representative" 
are used to let policymakers understand citizen concerns. 
However, these systems have been routinely scrutinized for 
their redundant messages which appear as spam to rep- 
resentatives offices [28, 16, 4]. The goal for a grassroots 
group is more often focused on arousing motivation for con- 
stituents to perform bigger tasks, not necessarily to moti- 
vate their representatives [2]. This has created a terrible 
distrust from representatives, reducing the interpreted value 
of public input into their policy-decision making process. 

Representation as a system also has inherent flaws when  
it comes to balancing citizen and elite power, and there are 
serious concerns about the modern representatives’ ability 
to represent the needs and desires of the public. As a re- 
sult, many citizens in democratic countries are feeling they 



 
 
 
 

are losing their influence over representatives. 
 

The U.S. Congress 
For the past three years, I have studied technology prac- 
tices in the U.S. Congress. Representatives of the House 
are constantly balancing interest and demands from their 
party, their colleagues, their constituents, lobbyist, and 
grassroots campaigns. They are working in high-stress 
environments with depleting resources, outdated technol- 
ogy, high staff turnover, constant deadlines, media scrutiny, 
and frequent re-election campaigns. Due to these stres- 
sors, representatives don’t have substantial time to directly 
communicate with their constituents. It is their staffers that 
listen, record, and respond to constituents who communi- 
cate with their offices. This makes it difficult for constituents 
to understand if and when their input will be considered. 

The technology used by offices also perpetuates this barrier 
to public empowerment. Online campaign systems push 
advocacy campaigns away from policymakers [24], while 
internal systems like database technologies configure and 
constrain how policymakers can view citizen input in their 
policy-decision [23]. Taking the example of Congress, most 
Members of the House of Representatives rely heavily on 
technologies to manage all their communication with citi- 
zens and advocacy groups. They use online database sys- 
tems called CRMs (Customer Relations Management) to 
collect, monitor, and store information on incoming con- 
stituent information. The system is used to track and cat- 
egorize all individual citizen input while also aggregating 
advocacy email campaigns. 

A problem with these systems is that Members’ staff per- 
ceive most incoming communication as under-informed 
or emotionally charged [22]. Citizen input does not cover 
the issues most concerned to the Member, or if they do, 

aren’t informed or persuaded enough to make a difference  
to their pre-determined policy views. Pro forma messages 
are also distrusted and identified as robo-spam given their 
redundant nature.  This causes Members of Congress to  
use these technical systems in unanticipated ways. Rather 
than using the CRMs to aggregate and collectively view the 
wishes of citizens, the Member uses these technologies as 
symbolic forms of responsiveness–sending proforma emails 
that make citizens feel like they are listened too, without 
actually being heard. The Members of Congress become 
more interested in efficiently sending thank you notes than 
actually taking the input into account. 

These technical systems perpetuate systems of power in 
which representatives can distance themselves from citizen 
influence, while simultaneously using communications tech- 
nology to appear as if citizen input is valued. The technol- 
ogy offers representatives the appearance of responsive- 
ness while prioritizing one-way communication structures. 

Improvements 
The example of Congress presents a key political tension  
in collaborative design practices. Technologies can sup- 
port healthier relationships between citizens and repre- 
sentatives, but only if it can tackle the challenging power 
dynamics of government. Going back to theories of repre- 
sentation, representatives don’t always have to respond to 
the interest of their citizens, but they must at the very least 
be able to understand the views of their constituencies and 
articulate their own decisions. If technologies are designed 
to improve citizen-representative engagement, they must 
focus on building communities of trust - where represen- 
tatives have trust in better public input mechanisms, and 
that citizens have increased trust in their Members to make 
good choices. 



 
 
 
 

Power and privilege play a pivotal role in this collaboration. 
Taking cues from research in deliberative democracy [5,  
26, 9], we need systems that allow open spaces for delib- 
eration among representative groups of citizens that can 
directly interact with their political representatives. Grass- 
roots collectives need to be given valuable information and 
deliberation resources to develop effective arguments to 
representatives. In return, these systems need to be de- 
signed to fit with the current capacities of representatives 
under their constrained communication environment. They 
must be systems of value and trust that allow representa- 
tives to hear constituencies as groups and trust that such 
communication is legitimate. Thus, the users of any grass- 
roots political movement must include both citizens and the 
representatives, making an end-to-end system that is inclu- 
sive of government actors. 

Lastly, grassroots movements need to make citizens aware 
of these representation dynamics and provide more sys- 
tems for collaborative empowerment. Technologies that 
have been used, like the email campaigns, focus on indi- 
vidual actions, which are limited in influence in the face of 
power actors in government. Focusing more efforts on how 
to build a collective legitimacy, rather than empowering in- 
dividual efforts within movements can improve chances 
of success. Thus, pulling away from the direct democracy 
rhetoric of individualized citizen engagement, and moving 
towards collective systems for action. 

Conclusion 
The rise of technologies for civic participation rightly as- 
sume that government decision-making should be a col- 
laboration among citizens and their elected officials. These 
sorts of collaboration require a careful engagement that 
must balance the power dynamics of representatives and 
citizens, encourage open communication across all stake- 

holders, and keep representatives accountable to those 
they represent. 

By focusing efforts on digital forms of direct citizen engage- 
ment, we often diminish the idea of representation and its 
important role in regulating the input of citizen opinion in 
government. Taking the representative perspective into 
account will be necessary for any systems to effectively 
improve citizen engagement in representative bodies of 
decision-making. 
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