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2017…
With so many new folks getting engaged, how could we sustain that momentum? 



Our Research
We interviewed dozens of Interested Bystanders--people who cared but weren’t getting 
engaged. 



The Ladder of Engagement
The old model for understanding civic engagement was incomplete. It only accounts for external 
actions without accounting for the motivations, relationships, or diversity of experiences which 
make and define those actions. 



The Cycle of Engagement
To understand what we learned, we created a new model of civic engagement that maps the 
emotions, motivations, experiences, and relationships that enable sustained engagement over time.
 



Civic Engagement is cyclical.

Knowing vs. Being

On the surface, it seems 
that we are unsure about 

whether we know enough, 
but it’s also a matter of 

whether we think we are 
enough to contribute.

There is a cycle to civic engagement that vacillates between passive and active.

Do I matter?

When considering action, we 
consider whether our actions 

matter, whether we have 
anything to offer, and 

whether we’ll gain anything 
from civic engagement.

Head in the sand

Especially in today’s 
political climate, it can feel 

impossible to look up.

Everybody breaks

Not even the most 
passionate activists can 

sustain a high level of civic 
engagement forever.

Easy is a gateway

But the simple tasks don’t 
sustain you long-term.

Empowerment is missing

In the landscape of civic 
engagement apps, none 

are effectively 
empowering people to be 

self-motivating.

Measuring contributions

It’s scary to take stock of 
whether our actions have 

an impact, and hard to 
prioritize future actions.

Recovery

Rest is critical to
continued engagement.

The call

Action is spurred either by 
an intrinsic urge to do 

something, or a direct ask 
from a trusted source.

Fight or flight

When the ask happens, we have 
a choice: accept the challenge, or 
retreat back to emotional safety 

and/or self-care.

Passive Active



Civic engagement is emotional.
Civic engagement is personal, so emotions almost always run high. Pent-up emotions are the most 
acute in bystanders, because they do not act. 



“In the beginning people just showed up 
because they were angry. 

But now I need to find a way to get people 
interested again, maybe make it more positive 
and upbeat. 

People get tired of everything being so 
depressing.”

- Activist, Seattle



Civic engagement is always tied to our sense of self.
When you find a sense of belonging in the work, that motivates ongoing engagement.



“It’s not that people are lazy. 

It’s not that they don’t care. 

It’s that they think they don’t have the power 
to do anything.”

- Lisa Garcia Bedolla



Civic engagement is risky.

"American media and culture 
is based on fear." -AA

Civic engagement may cause: intense feelings, wasted time, bodily harm, money spent, 
embarrassment, loss of job, strained relationships and more. But the risk of inaction is also great.

“Assuming we’re not going to 
war with North Korea, my 

main concern is protecting the 
environment.” -AA

"The ‘I don't get into politics’ 
people I just want to shake 
them. You don't care about 

going to war?" -AA
“People feel like the 

action they’re going to 
take on their own 
doesn’t have any 
influence.” –AA

"I stopped giving to the 
DNC/DCCC because I wanted 

to be more specific about 
who I was giving my money 

to." -A

"I'm so stressed 
about this topic now 

and I know it's a 
problem, but what 

can I do?" -IB

“Or ‘oh, I don’t know enough.’ 
People are often 
embarrassed.”

“When I donate to a campaign 
anywhere, I am inducted into an 

email list and then have all 
these emails coming at me.” -AA

”I don’t engage in some 
activities because it’s too 

much of a financial 
investment. I didn’t go to a 
black tie event because I 
didn’t want to go rent a 

dress and all that crap.” -A

"For some, Facebook is 
a dangerous space. They 

don't feel comfortable 
being political on FB." 

-AA (IB)

"I faced resistance 
bordering on ridicule 

from my friends who are 
progressive but felt I was 

being alarmist." -AA

“I’m not a big protest person 
because I don’t like the idea 

of being in an area with a 
bunch of people where 

anything could happen.” -AA

Societal 
Risk

Personal 
Risk



Civic engagement is relational.
Effective activists play a critical role in supporting and organizing others at every phase. 



“When you look out and find people who 
believe in the same things you do, those people 
become brothers and sisters in that moment. 

And it is those experiences which inspire 
people to do it again and again.”

- Simon Sinek



Organizations are self-centered by necessity.
Big organizations aren’t incentivized to build the capacity of individual actors because it doesn’t 
directly relate to their fundraising mandates.

We struggle to go beyond 
our existing perspectives.

“PP is not comfortable 
reaching outside it’s 

comfort zone to see what 
they can really do.” -Org

We have to keep them angry. 

“One thing I did was ask 
millennials what they are 

interested in. Once we identify the 
biggest issue we just turn up the 

heat and get people angry 
about it.” - Org

We don't know how to reach 
people who are disengaged.

“Part of the battle we fight is 
how to get our message in 

front of every member.” -Org

We need to help people 
avoid burnout.

“We definitely had some 
burnout. I had several 

people reach out and say 
they just couldn’t do it 

anymore (by June).” -Org
It’s hard for us to match the 

right actions to people.

“I think one avenue of 
engagement doesn’t work for 

the majority. People respond in 
different ways.” -Org

We can’t really care about 
empowerment.

“I don’t think orgs actually 
want people to do things. 

They want donors and mail 
list members.” -A

We need to focus on actions 
that can be measured for 

our donors.

“It prevents anything from 
being measured outside of 
donations and email sign 

ups.” -Org

We can’t stop emailing.

“We’ve asked a billion 
times – once you reach 
out to a billion people, 

then what?” -Org
What we really need 

is money.

“Money is the most 
significant driver in our 

ability to deliver our 
mandates.” -Org



It’s a constant uphill battle to get people engaged, and keep them engaged, but we now 
know a few ways to do that.

So, how might we design for deeper civic engagement and momentum?

Make it personal.

“One thing I did was ask millenials what they 
are interested in. They told me it was police 

brutality and student debt.” -ORG

Start a dialogue, ask for 
feedback, build empathy.

“Engagement happened 
through conversation--just 

asking..” -ORG

Curate, tell stories, and 
keep it fun. 

“I don’t think there’s good 
curation from people on 

the left.”

Show people their power.

“When the number of calls get over a 
certain threshold it makes you feel 

like… you’re not on your own. You’re 
really making a difference.” -AA 

Support legacy building.

“Civic engagement is 
giving back to others so 
they can enjoy the same 

things i did.”

Encourage rest.

“I want to get to a point where 
I am conscious, but where it's 
not something I am thinking 

about constantly.”

Start with why.

“I do calls now because 
the stakes just seemed 

higher.” -AA

Harness anger.

“Once we identify the 
biggest issue we just turn up 

the heat and get people 
angry about it. --ORG

Meet people where 
they’re at.

“I think there’s an opportunity 
to go into communities and 

really connect them with 
resources.” -AA

Connect to people with 
similar interests.

“I prefer events that are a little 
smaller, 20-25 people where I 

can listen and meet people.” -AA

Show people their impact and provide 
social proof.

“To keep people engaged over the long-haul, 
we’ve got to show people their incremental 

impact and victories.” -CS

Empower, don’t tell.

“People want to be led, but I also 
think there’s a new hunger. 
People have the capacity to 
know what they should do.”

Help people avoid 
burnout.

“Mostly I feel frustrated, 
it’s exhausting.”




