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Preface

Vincenzo Pepe*

The complex transformations of  contemporary society are 
raising a rethinking on the forms of  civic participation.

Since the last decades of  1990s, the issues of  civic engage-
ment, civic participation and political participation have been 
intertwining with some crucial social problems: political disaf-
fection, distrust of  institutions, the future relationship between 
representative democracy and deliberative democracy, the 
more and more crucial role of  digital media and social media in 
creating new forms of  participation and in implementing forms 
of  civic engagement inspired by both bottom up and top down 
processes. The proliferation of  experiences of  both bottom-up 
and top-down enhanced forms of  civic engagement it’s evident.

Civic engagement means public participation. This is being 
increasingly carried out through different ways of  taking infor-
mation, share opinions, discussing and debating views on civic 
themes. New forms of  participation imply new tools to express 
ideas and to engage people or organizations to start a civic ac-
tion, in order to solve a social problem. This information flow 
has an important role in democratic decision-making. Infor-
mation permits people to participate in public debates. The 
information flow is fundamental to shape opinions and ideas 
and represents rough material processed in the decision-mak-
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8  Vincenzo Pepe

ing process. This continuous process implies not only official 
occasions of  debate but informal occasions too. In this way the 
occasions of  collecting information, sharing opinions, and an-
imating public debates are numerous. The acquisition of  in-
formation, deliberation space and the process through which 
citizens take measures have been transformed or supplement-
ed by a new media landscape fundamentally transforming the 
way in which communication occurs in public life.  Hence con-
nectivity technologies and media channels have increased and 
stimulate the possibility of  this kind of  debate.

As a consequence in the contemporary society the way in 
which the people participate to civic life is deeply changed and 
continues to change. The civic engagement consists of  how the 
people know and learn, how they share, how they get involved 
in social problems and different social issues. 

Participation in public life implies civic engagement and 
the study of  the latter reveals the ability to: acquire and pro-
cess relevant information in order to formulate views on civic 
issues; express and debate beliefs about civic life within com-
munities or in public; take measures affecting social institu-
tions such as political parties, the government, corporations 
and communities.

For example, internet has enabled citizens to network with 
one another internationally without the need for civil society 
organizations intermediaries (at least, those who can afford 
this technology). As result, a variety of  web-mediated advocacy 
and protest cells have arisen.

This does not mean that the political and the institutional 
context are today not important today. These two aspects of  
social life play a crucial role to shape the form and the level of  
civic engagement. This role is sometimes neglected and so the 
impact on understanding the consequences of  civic activity.
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For this reason, this work tries to analyse the features of  
civic engagement in many areas of  social action and not last 
the complex information and technological transformation 
we are facing. 

However, we live in a digital and ICT (Information and 
Communication Technology) era and the current technologies 
are rapidly evolving. Traditional and above all new social media 
shape the relationships among citizens and media user’s, civic 
organizations, local institutions, central governments and su-
pranational institutions.

This is an important area of  research, particularly as inter-
net use and its related technologies penetrate society, shaping 
employment, education, communication, opportunity struc-
tures, political processes, general information acquisition and 
more.

In the last two decades we assisted to a rapid evolution of  
digital communication technologies. These latter have become 
ever more user friendly and have allowed many people to con-
nect and interact in new ways.

These technologies allow them to connect and coordinate 
themselves, evaluate, discuss about many different topics in a 
way impossible in the past. The manageable amount of  infor-
mation is a lot greater than in the past.

Moreover the digital communication technologies permit 
the users to literally bring this information with them informa-
tion literally “around the world” using modern mobile devices.

Another crucial technological innovation is represented by 
the huge diffusion of  social media such as Facebook, Twitter, 
Instagram. The users of  social network are continuously con-
nected, updated, informed about people and events. They can 
express and exchange their ideas, comments, emotions and 
judgements, often creating ad hoc communities about every 
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kind of  topic (politics, entertainment, free time and so on). The 
users of  social networks are always on.

In other words connectivity and communication technolo-
gies transform the nature of  experience and participation for 
the individuals in the social sphere. 

In the first chapter, I examine the strong impact of  social 
media on the creation of  virtual communities and if  and how 
mobile technology and social networks represent elements for 
relational occasions, in order to and build of  bridging social 
capital. Relational occasions are the bridges that individuals 
use and “cross” to create sharing on issues of  social interest. 
Social media transform the traditional characteristics of  so-
cial relationships in the pre-digital age. The way technology is 
used changes the quality, frequency, availability, selection and 
exit mechanisms of  social relationships. In this way, social re-
lationships modify the mechanisms that generate social and 
emotional capital. The presence of  emotional capital and its 
creation are resources that allows individuals to translate indi-
vidual social items into civic engagement and social participa-
tion. These diluted forms of  participation, connected to social 
rituals, are celebrated online. We are facing a form of  relational 
globalization. Technological innovation and its “social need” 
have helped to create the current relational forms increasingly 
characterized by the emotional dimension, by the creation of  
emotional capital and by an increasingly thematic and post-ide-
ological political participation.

In the second chapter Trobia analyzes the online activities of  
a sample of  Italian time banks, using social network analysis and 
lexical correspondence analysis. The main findings of  his work 
reveal that online time banks do not seem to carry out a con-
crete social support activity. Rather, they seem mostly to serve 
as a mean of  communication and coordination. Online social 
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support networks are not necessarily more interactive and cohe-
sive than other kinds of  online communities, as the analysis of  
centrality suggests. The networks analyzed are generally locally 
denser and compact, and globally looser. Where a strong hierar-
chy exists, a smoother flow of  information seems to character-
ize the organization. Trobia explains that time banks of  Middle 
and Southern Italy are slightly more interactive and “democrat-
ic” than those of  Northern Italy, with the presence of  a higher 
number of  intermediaries and moderators. Two important la-
tent semantic dimensions emerge from textual analysis (namely, 
lexical correspondence analysis): community versus society, and 
identity versus formalization. Trobia suggests that Italian online 
time banks can be classified within a semantic topology that see 
tradition and modernity, on one side, and bonding and bridging 
social capital, on the other. The analysis highlights the classic 
dilemma between efficiency and solidarity, that seems to affect 
these organizations: more cohesive and democratic online time 
banks, in fact, might be less effective when coping with the chal-
lenges of  contemporary society.

In the third chapter, Lo Verde suggests that from the 
mid-nineties onwards, critical consumption, in its many forms 
but always intended as a set of  actions implemented by those 
who pay attention, and already in the purchase decision, to 
the quality of  the properties that make a product reliable by 
following the supply chain according to a logic of  social, eco-
nomic and environmental sustainability, has been one of  the 
most innovative research areas in consumer sociology. Even if  
articulated in significant rivulets and research paths, sociolog-
ical studies on critical consumption have highlighted above all 
their specificity as a set of  activities. Taking into account the 
Italian context, Lo Verde highlights, above all, the civic value 
in relation to the particular meaning that critical consumption 
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assumes as a reaction to a context in which the supply of  goods 
and services is produced by intermediary institutions that are, 
in very high percentages, victims of  extortionists belonging 
to the organised crime known as “Cosa Nostra”. Buying only 
products or services offered for sale by businesses that display 
a sticker that identifies them as belonging to an anti-racket as-
sociation, is one of  the ways in which critical consumption is 
declined. Therefore, if  critical consumption is a form of  civic 
engagement as a practice of  everyday life that contributes to 
spreading awareness actions towards a collective responsibili-
ty - rather than being exclusively the answer to a need that is 
usually seen as mere consumption from a economic literature 
– then the local practice of  purchasing in a place that through 
its field choice, helps to free an area from a peculiar form of  
mafia parasitism, becoming a form of  participation and active 
citizenship, is to be considered civic engagement as well.

In his chapter, Giovanni Frazzica focuses on the concept of  
civic engagement, pointing out the social responsibilities of  
business owners when they decide to cooperate with each oth-
er and to collaborate with the police force in favour of  action 
against organized crime like mafia. The author examines the 
reasons of  some business owners, for their rebellion against 
the extortion rackets and deepens the concept of  civic engage-
ment, by following some relevant theoretical contributions, 
useful for understanding the concept of  cooperation between 
entrepreneurs and law enforcement, in order to generate a 
strengthening of  legality.

In the chapter Citizen‘s Participation: Palermo, an Italian Case 
Study of  Civic Engagement, Tumminelli discusses some forms of  
bottom-up participation. They originate either from disaffec-
tion toward politics or politicians, who are disappointing peo-
ple’s expectations, or from the absence of  public representa-
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tives (interlocutors) accountable to people’s needs and engaged 
in the promotion of  the common good. She analyses an exam-
ple of  civic collaboration in Palermo, aimed at developing and 
reusing public goods in a traditionally “marginal” urban area.

This experience has triggered a social process, a new eco-
nomic model and especially the sharing of  responsibility in 
order to change the territory, understood as a common good. 
Such a sharing produces new opportunities and resources. The 
chapter deals with empirical questions such as the following: 
Who was involved? Where and when did the civic participation 
occur? How was neighbourhood impacted by what happened?

The essay is divided into two parts: the first one, represents, 
in brief, the epistemological framework of  the work; and the 
second one shows the first results of  the empirical study that 
was conducted on a well-known neighbourhood in the histori-
cal centre of  the Palermo Municipality: the Albergheria, which 
hosts the market called Ballarò.

In the last chapter, Antonio La Spina and Giovanni Frazzi-
ca focus on the role of  the third mission of  universities. The 
chapter highlights the benefits of  public engagement as well 
as the role of  public policies with reference to the third mis-
sion. Moreover, the consequence of  scientific contributions to 
the production of  policy indications is underlined in the contri-
bution. The authors also focus on the Italian case and outline 
some critical methodological aspects concerning the impact 
assessment of  public engagement.


