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Abstract

In today’s time, digital tools have revolutionized communication, enabling individuals to
connect, collaborate, and mobilize for common causes with unprecedented ease. By providing
real-time communication and collective action platforms, these digital tools empower individuals
to share experiences, build communities, and drive impactful initiatives. This article explores the
transformative potential of these tools in enhancing civic engagement, transparency, and
accountability. Highlighting successful examples like the E-Sangathan initiative in Odisha, the
article underscores the importance of inclusivity and fact-checking to ensure equitable and
effective civic participation. Finally, it emphasizes how digital access promotes a more diverse
and informed citizenry, fostering a more connected and just society.

The Transformative Potential of Digital Tools

Digital tools, especially online messaging apps, have completely revolutionized communication.
Their instant messaging features enable real-time interaction, breaking down geographical
barriers. Whether through text, voice messages, or video calls, these platforms facilitate seamless
communication, fostering connections and collaborations across borders.

For example, it is noteworthy that WhatsApp had approximately 400 million users in India in
2019 (pre-COVID), making it the largest app market globally. By 2021, the user base had grown
to around 500 million, reflecting an increase of about 100 million users due to the COVID-19
pandemic. This significant growth underscores the real-life impact of digital communication
tools in times of crisis. During the prolonged lockdown period, digital interfaces became
essential across all facets of life, including health, education, work, and personal connections.
They were instrumental in disseminating critical COVID-19 safety guidelines and vaccination
information, utilized extensively by government agencies and health organizations, and crucial
for maintaining personal connections with family and friends.

Building Communities and Facilitating Collective Action

Messaging apps empower the creation of virtual communities across geographies where
individuals with shared interests and goals can connect and collaborate. These platforms provide
spaces for groups dedicated to causes like environmental activism or social justice advocacy,
enabling members to share experiences, offer support, and foster a sense of belonging and
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solidarity. This, in turn, empowers individuals to take collective action and drive positive change
within their communities. Users can join groups, participate in discussions, and establish
meaningful relationships and collaborations, significantly amplifying their impact and global
reach.

Furthermore, these apps allow users to share diverse content, including photos, videos, articles,
and status updates. This facilitates a channel for disseminating information, raising awareness,
and promoting events and campaigns. For example, on X (formerly Twitter), users can amass
followers, join global communities, and leverage these connections to amplify important issues.
Some other examples include chanfe.org, avaaz.org, change.org, and more.

Organizing for Change

Digital tools equip individuals with powerful means to organize events, fundraisers, and
campaigns, mobilizing support and advocating for their causes. For instance, during the COVID-
19 pandemic, WhatsApp groups in India were crucial in organizing community support
networks, from coordinating food deliveries to fundraising for medical supplies.

Users of various social media platforms can create groups, channels, and events to rally
supporters, raise awareness, and drive action on specific issues. Whether it's organizing a protest,
crowdfunding for a charitable initiative like the Black Lives Matter movement—which raised
millions through various platforms or advocating for policy change—digital tools provide
essential platforms for voices to be heard and facilitate real change within communities.

Every day, 12Baje12Minute (@12 baje), a community-led X account in Odisha, highlights
community issues at 12 PM, amplified by its followers and community members.

Amplifying Voices and Spreading Awareness

Online apps significantly enhance the ability to amplify voices and spread awareness rapidly
across networks. During the 2020 protests against police brutality in the USA, apps like X were
critical in disseminating information and garnering global support. Users employ hashtags,
shares, and retweets to draw attention to important issues and drive meaningful action.

The #MeToo movement serves as a compelling example, growing exponentially through shares
and hashtags and significantly raising awareness about sexual harassment and assault. While the
movement began in the U.S., it quickly spread globally as people from all walks of life began
using #MeToo to share their stories of sexual harassment and assault, shedding light on the
pervasive nature of such misconduct in various industries and communities worldwide. The
movement led to increased awareness, public discourse, and calls for accountability and systemic
change regarding issues of sexual harassment and abuse.
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The E-Sangathan Initiative for Civic Engagement, Transparent and Inclusive Governance

E-Sangathan is an online advocacy initiative started in 2021 in the Mayurbhanj District, Odisha,
India, as a transformative community engagement model. The initiative was driven by the
government's commitment to citizen-centric governance rooted in the 5T e-governance model—
transparency, teamwork, technology, and timeliness.

E-Sangathan aims to streamline access to government services and effectively involve rural
populations in decision-making processes. By organizing dispersed rural populations into virtual
organizations, the initiative empowers residents in social media and fosters digitally connected
communities. Moreover, E-Sangathan facilitates efficient grievance redressal, transparent
governance, and inclusive service delivery and enables advocacy for policy-level changes for a
more inclusive and equitable world.

This initiative offers structured and purpose-driven platforms for citizens to interact with their
government and participate in decision-making. By utilizing social media platforms and mobile
applications, communities share their issues and challenges with government officials and get
access to information on public policies, government schemes, and benefits.

Digital platforms break down barriers, allowing individuals from various backgrounds and
locations to engage with decision-making processes equitably, thereby ensuring diversity,
inclusion, and participation in governance. Through transparent information dissemination and
public dialogue, citizens can track progress on their issues, hold officials accountable, and
strengthen trust between governments and the public. Additionally, utilizing data from citizen
feedback enables governments to make evidence-based decisions and allocate resources
efficiently.

Similarly, initiatives like 12bajel2minute underscore the importance of government
responsiveness to social media initiatives. By acknowledging citizen concerns and taking
tangible steps to address them, governments showcase long-term commitment to transparency,
accountability, and community engagement in governance.

Over 300 E-Sangathans have been formed and are active across 16 districts of Odisha, India.
Conclusion

By facilitating connections and organizing for common causes, these digital tools promote a
more connected, informed, and engaged society, underlining transparency and accountability in
governance. However, as we embrace the benefits of digital technology, it is crucial to strike a
balance by staying connected with grassroots communities on the ground and cautioning against
spreading false information.

While digital access enhances equity in decision-making and amplifies marginalized voices,
maintaining human connections and critical thinking remain essential in navigating the
complexities of a digital world. By responsibly harnessing the potential of messaging apps and
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digital platforms, we can foster a more inclusive, resilient, and just society for all, ensuring that
technology is a force for positive change and empowerment.
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