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Mobilising Citizen Engagement? The Use of Online Technologies by Australian Third Sector Organisations

In a world characterized by increasing complexity, the importance of an engaged citizenry is gaining increased attention from political leaders, social scientists and community activists alike. Global transformations – characterized, in part, by rapid advancement of information and communication technologies (ICT) – are providing both new imperatives for, and new conditions in which, individuals and organizations participate in the public sphere. Traditionally, third sector or non-profit organizations have played a significant role in mediating citizen engagement in Australian life. The burgeoning literature on the importance of social capital, popularly spearheaded by US political scientist Robert Putnam, has raised concerns about declining participation in third sector organizations, suggesting that such decline represents a commensurate reduction in citizen engagement. In the context of broader discussions about whether social capital is in decline, a growing theoretical debate has emerged about the effects of ICT on citizen engagement.  

While the value of citizen engagement is experiencing a renaissance in public policy discourse, and the impacts of ICT on citizen engagement is the subject of robust theoretical discussion, very limited attention has been given to just how online technologies may impact upon third sector organizations’ capacities to mobilize citizen engagement. This paper will report on a preliminary analysis of Australian third sector organizations’ attempts to mobilize citizen engagement using online technologies. Recent debates about the nature and importance of citizen engagement, and the impacts of online technologies on citizen engagement, are reviewed in order to identify the significance of these technologies to third sector organizations.  Drawing on a content analysis of 40 Australian third sector organisations’ websites, I then consider the ways in which these organizations are, or are not, utilizing online technological capacity to mobilize citizen engagement with their organizational activities. The implications are then considered in relation to the future of the Australian third sector and public policy.

