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ABSTRACT
Civic crowdfunding, or recruiting participants and collecting financial donations online for local
development projects with public benefits, is an increasingly popular method for participatory
e-Planning at the neighborhood scale. However, little is known about the donors’ backgrounds, project
involvement, or social capital outcomes. This article reports on a survey of 154 donors to ten such
projects that finds that they are geographically diverse, are older and whiter than the project tracts,
report some volunteering activities, and experience modest changes to social capital outcomes. The
article discusses implications of the findings, such as how practitioners can ensure inclusion of diverse
people and encourages participation among donors, and what future research is needed.
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INTRODUCTION
The use of web-based technologies—especially social media—has become central to participatory
e-Planning in many countries. This is because social media has become widely adopted by residents,
facilitates broad participation, and is widely accessible via mobile phones. However, although advocacy
groups (e.g., Obar, Zube, & Lampe, 2012) and community-based organizations (e.g., Al-Kodmany,
Betancur, & Vidyarthi, 2012) have widely adopted social media and report that they use it to organize
collective action, studies in planning have found a gap between online discussions and the actions
which shape urban places. Afzalan and Evans-Cowley (2015) found a diverse array of neighborhood
groups on Facebook. However, most were limited to general information sharing and discussion,
and municipal planners were often unaware of these groups. A study of the use of social media by
Polish non-governmental organizations (NGOs) found they used social media like Facebook for a
variety of purposes, but concluded that planning actions still primarily resulted from face-to-face
contacts (Grabkowska, Pancewicz, & Sagan, 2013). Horelli et al. (2015) document the use of social
media for self-organized grassroots projects in Finland but do not describe how such projects can be
cultivated in other places. Kleinhans, Van Ham, and Evans-Cowley (2015) observe “there is much
wishful thinking, but little validated knowledge on the utility, mobilizing potential and effectiveness of
social media and mobile applications in creating either meaningful public participation or facilitating
self-organization by citizens who are taking over the reins in providing service and local regeneration
efforts” (Kleinhans et al., 2015, p. 242).
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This article focuses on an emerging method for participatory e-Planning called civic
crowdfunding, reporting on the results of an exploratory study. Civic crowfunding involves the use
of social media and dedicated websites by individuals and organizations to raise funds and recruit
volunteers for neighborhood improvements like community gardens, public murals, and playground
rehabilitations. Civic crowdfunding takes its inspiration from the broader idea of crowdfunding:
“efforts by entrepreneurial individuals and groups—cultural, social, and for-profit—to fund their
ventures by drawing on relatively small contributions from a relatively large number of individuals
using the internet” (Mollick, 2014, p.2). All crowdfunding centers on a webpage that presents a project
idea, describes the fundraising goal and deadline, displays the current number of donors and amount
of funds raised, and communicates project updates (Bone & Baeck, 2016). Several websites exist that
facilitate crowdfunding exclusively for civic projects. After creating a page on these websites, project
leaders typically solicit donations by promoting their project on social media networks, although they
may also engage in other outreach activities.
The term civic crowdfunding has come to be used for crowdfunding projects that aim to provide
a broad public benefit (Davies, 2014b) or community service (Stiver, Barroca, Petre, Richards, &
Roberts, 2015), and where donors receive at most a token reward in exchange for their contribution.
For the purposes of this paper, civic crowdfunding is defined as recruiting participants and collecting
financial donations online for local development projects with public benefits. Most existing
crowdfunding research focuses on financial outcomes such as achieving the fundraising goal, or the
total amount raised, and neglects social outcomes, which are important to evaluate civic crowdfunding
as a community development method. Although they share a common term, civic crowdfunding is
therefore very different from the better-known commercial crowdfunding models where donors receive
a product or financial interest in a company. As a result, there is a need for exploratory research on
civic crowdfunding which investigates social questions related to its community improvement goals.
This paper addresses this gap by presenting the results of a survey of donors to ten civic crowdfunding
projects which investigate donors’ characteristics, project volunteering activities and intentions, and
social capital outcomes.
Crowdfunding is the subject of a growing body of research, which has investigated how social
media promotion (Borst, Moser, & Ferguson, 2017; Lu, Xie, Kong, & Yu, 2014), project presentation
(Mollick, 2014), and creator characteristics (Davidson & Poor, 2015) relate to the number of donations
and amount raised. Other work, focused on crowdfunding models where donors receive financial
benefits, has adopted economic perspectives to explain differences between local and remote investors
(Agrawal, Catalini, & Goldfarb, 2015) and analyze alternative crowdfunding models (Belleflamme,
Lambert, & Schwienbacher, 2014). However, Stiver et al. (2015) observe that civic crowdfunding
projects typically define success differently than forms of crowdfunding where donors are motivated
by financial incentives. They note that civic crowdfunding should also investigate these projects’
impact on the community. Similarly, after noting that a high percentage of civic crowdfunding
projects reach their financial goals, Davies (2014c) argues that the following questions about them
are crucial: to what extent are they participatory, and do they increase or decrease social inequality?
Similarly, a recent report by the UK charity Nesta has suggested that civic crowdfunding may present
a variety of benefits that extend beyond the amount of money raised, such as attracting new firsttime donors, mobilizing supporters, and improving transparency. The same report also speculates
that civic crowdfunding may negatively impact diversity, equality and participation outcomes (Bone
& Baeck, 2016).
These calls for a greater understanding of civic crowdfunding’s impact on community,
participation, and social equity suggest the need for research that views civic crowdfunding not
only as a method of fundraising, but also as a method of community development. Stiver et al.
(2015) note that civic crowdfunding typically focuses on a local community. Analyzing 1,224 civic
crowdfunding projects posted to seven leading platforms, Davis concludes that they fall into four
categories (Davies, 2015). The most common type describes projects which illustrate community
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agency, defined as projects that can be realized directly by the project organizers. Other projects may
serve as a signaling device to communicate interest in a project to government whose implementation
assistance is needed, to extend existing public-private partnerships, or to respond to specific needs
caused by government austerity.
This paper focuses on projects that illustrate community agency, since they are the most common
type of civic crowdfunding project, resemble existing participatory community development
approaches, and are where social outcomes are most relevant. Within two longstanding typologies
of community development activities, most civic crowdfunding projects could be categorized as
locality development, where professionals work with residents to solve their own problems (Rothman,
2008), or local services development, where people provide their own services by taking local
initiative (Checkoway, 1995). For simplicity, this paper uses the term local development to encompass
both (for recent discussions see Bhattacharyya, 2004; Maton, 2008). Checkoway (1995) notes that
local development strategies have important limitations, since community problems often result
from forces outside the community, and the strategy may be used to make local communities take
responsibility for previously government-provided services. However, Davies notes that although
there are exceptions, the majority of civic crowdfunding projects are “far from the core of public
service provision” (Davies, 2014a).
Practically speaking, many communities have turned to local development out of necessity where
external assistance was not forthcoming, or where such assistance has diverged from locally perceived
needs (Berry, Portney, & Thomson, 1993; Medoff & Sklar, 1994). Rothman and Checkoway also
observe that communities often mix local development with other strategies. In fact, as explained
below, some of the projects studied here received matching funds from government agencies. However,
the author acknowledges that critics have raised important questions about how civic crowdfunding
relates to shifts in government service provision (Bieri, 2015; Rosenman, 2015), and issue discussed
further below. Any local development initiative undertaken with minimal or no external support
raises important normative and empirical questions about how community development goals are
best accomplished. Brabham (2017) offers one response to these concerns, arguing that crowdfunding
and governments should coexist in a hybrid model due to the different logic of each. The aim of this
paper is to provide insights to scholars and practitioners about the nature of this emerging community
development method, to better understand its role within the full suite of possible strategies.
Neighborhood residents have diverse, and at times conflicting, economic and other interests in
their neighborhoods (Davis, 1991). These interests in turn explain resident motivations to engage in
local development initiatives. Research has documented how social capital both results from—and
explains—local development. An extensive body of recent research has developed the concept of social
capital to describe varying social conditions in neighborhoods, and linked it with various outcomes
experienced by residents (Carpiano, 2007; Forrest & Kearns, 2001; Lochner, Kawachi, & Kennedy,
1999). Neighborhood social capital encompasses both social characteristics like relationships and
trust, and the existence of formal organizations, both of which are related to neighborhood stability
(Temkin & Rohe, 1998). Researchers have found that bonding social capital—strong ties within
close-knit groups—plays a more important role than weaker bridging social ties in explaining local
civic activism (Altschuler, Somkin, & Adler, 2004; Larsen et al., 2004). However, social capital is
not a panacea; it can be related to negative outcomes like unhealthy behaviors (Carpiano, 2007) and
may perpetuate inequality (Stephens, 2008).
This paper focuses on three measures of social capital drawn from the literature. Some researchers
focus on the number and strength of relationships between people, using the term bonding social capital
to describe relationships among similar people, and bridging social capital to describe relationships
across different groups (Altschuler et al., 2004; Jung, Gray, Lampe, & Ellison, 2013; Larsen et al.,
2004). Therefore, the survey in this study includes questions about whether donors met new people
or experienced strengthening or weakening of their relationships as a result of their involvement in
the civic crowdfunding project. Other researchers have viewed social capital as a general attribute of
70

International Journal of E-Planning Research
Volume 8 • Issue 2 • April-June 2019

community, and measure it about inquiring about residents’ sense of community (Carpiano, 2007;
Lochner et al., 1999). Following in this tradition, the survey also contains a question asking about
whether donors felt the civic crowdfunding project “resulted in stronger or weaker ties between
people in this neighborhood.”
Next the paper turns to a discussion of the existing civic crowdfunding research, which serves
to introduce the three research questions for this paper. Although this section describes specific
hypotheses proposed by the existing literature, the paper does not present formal hypotheses given
the exploratory nature of this study and the limited amount of previous research which takes a social
perspective.
First, local development efforts have typically focused on neighborhood residents, but civic
crowdfunding projects are open to donations from any individual with internet access regardless of
location, which raises the interrelated questions of the motivations and locations of donors. The one
existing study on this topic concluded from a qualitative analysis of six civic crowdfunding projects that
they all involved offline communities of local residents, previous or affiliated supporters, or members
of the wider community (Stiver, Barroca, Petre, et al., 2015). Investigating crowdfunding investments
in musicians, Agrawal et al. (2015) find that preexisting relationships can account for differences in
donations between local and distant donors. Since civic crowdfunding benefits are local, theories of
local development would suggest that residents with the strongest interest in neighborhoods would
participate, which would result in highly localized donation patterns (Davis, 1991). However, more
distant donors might be attracted if motivations not related to these local benefits are sufficiently
strong, such as a desire to support project creators (Gerber, Hui, & Kuo, 2012). Finally, in addition
to their location, the demographic characteristics of donors are relevant to an understanding of the
social equity effects of civic crowdfunding. Therefore, the first research question is: what are the
stated motivations, geographic location, and demographics of project donors?
Second, successful local community development strategies require not only financial resources,
but also the ability to recruit new members. Only suggestive evidence is available on this issue for
civic crowdfunding. In the UK, 27% of people who gave to civic crowdfunding projects reported
offering to help or volunteering with the project they had supported, but this statistic is limited to 72
respondents to a broadly distributed online survey (Baeck, Collins, & Zhang, 2014, p. 85). Similarly,
the civic crowdfunding platform Ioby claims that 53% of its donors have volunteered with a project,
but its methodology and the variations in volunteering across projects and platforms are both unknown
(Ioby, 2016). Therefore, the second question is: what are the volunteering intentions and activities of
civic crowdfunding project donors?
Finally, local development initiatives seek to build community, increasing social capital in the
form of new and stronger ties among project participants. Existing research has examined social
capital related to project creators, but has not investigated whether crowdfunding practices might
lead to changes to relationships among donors. In a survey of artists who had used crowdfunding,
Davidson and Poor (2015) found that projects that attracted a greater percentage of donors previously
unknown to the artists were more successful, and those that relied on known supporters were related to
weaker intentions by artists to use crowdfunding again. Studies have explored how the effectiveness of
promotional messages differs according to the audience’s relationship with the project creator (Borst
et al., 2017) and analyzed how creators might best leverage their networks (Hui, Gerber, & Gergle,
2014). The third research question is: what are the changes to the reported number and strength of
donors’ relationships, as well as donors’ perceived changes to neighborhood social capital, that result
from civic crowdfunding projects?
RESEARCH METHODS
The primary research method used in this study was a survey conducted among donors of civic
crowdfunding projects. In order to distribute the survey to all donors to a set of particular projects,
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projects were selected from Ioby and Patronicity, two well-established civic crowdfunding platforms
in the United States. Projects were selected according to the following criteria: 1) they featured
local development projects; 2) their fundraising periods ended during the study period (November
2015 through July 2016); 3) they had diverse project sponsors, neighborhood types, project types,
and metropolitan areas. In total, 15 projects were considered for the research project, but five were
eliminated: two leaders did not agree to distribute the donor survey, one was cancelled before the
leader launched it, one was scheduled to occur too late for study inclusion, and one project targeted
high school students as participants and was therefore excluded under the study’s human subjects
research protocol.
The selected projects (described in Table 1) are typical of what Davies (2014b) found in a large-N
analysis of civic crowdfunding projects, and include projects related to public art, community gardens,
and events in public spaces. Projects on the two platforms differed in two main ways. First, only the
Patronicity projects had donor rewards, such as thank you notes or event invitations. Second, all of
the Patronicity projects participated in a program jointly administered by the Michigan Economic
Development Corporation (MEDC) and the Michigan Municipal League (MMC), which provided
matching funds if they met their fundraising goals and provided a videographer to help create a
fundraising video. The projects are located in growing and declining neighborhoods (found through
an additional analysis not reported here) in five cities in three U.S. states.
After qualifying projects were identified, the project leaders were contacted and asked to distribute
the survey to their project donors. To maximize the response rate and minimize recall problems, and
because project timelines varied widely, the survey was administered shortly after the fundraising
campaign ended, but typically before most in-person events or volunteering activities had occurred.
Project leaders were asked to send a reminder roughly one week after the initial email. As Table 1
shows, the response rate for each case ranged from 9.0% to 55.6%, with an overall response rate of
17.7%. The response rate is consistent with expectations for this type of survey, since it is higher
than recent telephone surveys (Dillman, Smyth, & Christian, 2014, p. 260) and close to the 20%
achieved by an email surveys of university students conducted using survey best practices (Dillman
et al., 2014, p. 336; Sax, Gilmartin, & Bryant, 2003).
The complete donor survey is attached in the Appendix. One set of questions addressed donor
locations, motivations, and demographics. Motivations included those identified by Gerber et al.
(2012) (rewards, belonging to a community) and others that may apply to civic projects. To measure
project involvement, donors were asked about their volunteering history and intentions. To measure
social capital, instead of using standard approaches which collect social tie information at a single
point in time (e.g., Altschuler et al., 2004; Carpiano, 2007), questions asked about changes to the
number and strength of respondents’ ties with people similar or different from themselves, as well
as perceived changes to neighborhood social capital. Social capital was measured this way since
changing social capital is often an explicit aim of local development activities.
RESULTS
Who Donates, and Why?
Across all projects, survey responses show that the donors were roughly equally divided among
neighborhood residents (25%), city residents (25%), regional residents (32%), and those from outside
the region (18%) (Table 2). All projects had donors from the same city or neighborhood, and some
from outside of the city or region. There was no relationship between donation amount and place of
residence (χ2(12) = 15.73, p = 0.20) or race (χ2(24) = 22.78, p = 0.30).
Project donors were older, whiter, and less Hispanic than the population within the tracts where
the projects were located (Table 3). However, when the one New York City tract which included
most Hispanics was excluded, the percentage Hispanic was 3%, the same as the composition of the
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Table 1. Overview of civic crowdfunding projects studied
Project
Name

Project
Description

Location

Platform

Fundraising
Goal

% of
Goal
Reached

# of
Donors

Survey
Responses

Survey
Response
Rate

Brightmoor
Artisan
Community
Kitchen

Building
renovation
for kitchen
and café

Detroit,
MI

P

$30,000

103*

145

13

9.0%

Fiber Art on
The Avenue

Art
workshops
and
outdoor art
installation

Detroit,
MI

P

$10,000

106*

129

32

24.8%

McGee
Community
Commons

Plaza with
garden and
public art

Detroit,
MI

P

$38,250

114*

264

50

18.9%

Point West
Art and Trail
Project

One-mile
multi-use
trail in
public park,
public art
installation

Lansing,
MI

P

$13,000

103*

94

13

13.8%

Pop Up
Art: Special
Edition

Public art

Lansing,
MI

P

$7,500

108*

77

7

9.1%

Potter
Playground
Project

Park
renovation

Mt.
Pleasant,
MI

P

$25,000

137*

51

18

35.3%

Revolutions
Bicycle
Ambassadors
at Peabody
Elementary
School

Youth
bicycle
education
program

Memphis,
TN

I

$3,945

100

43

6

14.0%

Frayser
Mural

Public mural

Memphis,
TN

I

$1,010

100

9

5

55.6%

Reactivate a
Community
Garden on
Warwick St.
in East New
York

Renovate
community
garden

New
York, NY

I

$1,683

149

31

3

9.7%

Dis/Location
(Fort Tryon)

Dance
classes and
performance
in park

New
York, NY

I

$3,125

74

25

7

28.0%

868

154

17.7%

Totals

$133,513

Note: * Patronicity projects only received matching funds if their goals were met, Ioby projects received no matching funds.

project donors. Most donors did not live in the project neighborhood, but instead worked there (9%),
were interested in the project idea (29%), or had some other neighborhood tie (35%) like friends or
family. Almost all resident donors were homeowners.
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Table 2. Place of residence, connection to project, and donation amount
Place of Residence

Neighborhood
(%)

City
(%)

Region
(%)

Outside the
Region (%)

All Projects

25

25

32

18

Connected to project

20

26

35

18

No connection to project

34

23

29

14

$1-$10

1

0

2

1

$11-$50

9

16

15

4

$51-$100

5

5

7

5

$100-$500

5

2

5

6

$501+

3

2

4

1

Donation Amounts

Note: n=150 for donation amounts

Among all donors, the highest-rated motivations for giving to the civic crowdfunding project
were helping others and improving the neighborhood (Table 4). The mean scores for the motivations
were compared among two donor sub-groups: neighborhood residents and non-residents, and
donors connected to the project and donors with no connection to the project. As Table 3 shows,
the differences in most motivation scores between these groups were not statistically significant.
However, neighborhood residents reported statistically significant higher scores for “improving
my neighborhood,” “belonging to a community,” and “meeting new people” (p < 0.10) than nonresidents. Similarly, respondents who were connected to the project reported statistically significant
higher scores for “feeling a sense of achievement,” learning new things,” and “developing a positive
reputation in my community.” As discussed further below, this mixed picture suggests donors may
fall into several sub-groups, each with distinct motivations.
Did They Become Involved in the Projects?
Project donors reported high average scores on how likely it was they would volunteer with the
projects in the future across all projects (ranging from 2.0 to 1.2), and 19% had already volunteered
for the project (Table 5). Specific volunteering activities included serving on planning committees,
assisting with the promotion on social media, contributing graphic design skills, and providing other
assistance through in-person volunteering.
Do Donors Experience Social Capital Outcomes?
In general, donors reported only minor changes to the strength of existing social ties, reporting a
mean score of 3.1 for changes to ties with people from similar backgrounds and 3.2 for changes to
ties with people from different backgrounds, where 3 corresponded with “slightly stronger” (Table
6). However, many donors reported meeting new people, and a total of 24% reported meeting two or
more people different from themselves. A majority of respondents reported that they perceived an
increase in neighborhood social capital, with 26% reporting much stronger ties and 31% reporting
moderately stronger ties between people in the project neighborhood.
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Table 3. Donor demographics, place of residence, and place-based interests
Demographics
Median Age

Project Tracts
(2010-2014 ACS)

Project Donors

32a

57

White alone (%)

25

82

African American alone (%)

55

13

Asian alone (%)

2

1

Two or more races or some other race (%)

15

5

Hispanic or Latino (%)

24

3

Not Hispanic or Latino (%)

76

97

Categories

Percent

Residents

26

Homeowners

23

Renters

3

Non-Residents

75

Work in the neighborhood

9

Other neighborhood tie

35

Interested in idea only

29

Own property

2

Race

Ethnicity

Notes. Reported age for project tracts is the population-weighted average of the medians.
a

DISCUSSION
This section discusses the results for each of the three research questions and concludes with a review
of limitations and suggestions for future research.
Donor Characteristics
The results on donor characteristics provide several new insights to the literature. First, they provide
details about the members of the wider community that Stiver et al. (2015) observed participating
in civic crowdfunding projects. This group falls into several categories, such as those interested in
the neighborhood, those interested the project idea, and those with other ties to neighborhood. On
balance, the data suggest that the altruistic motivations described by Gerber et al. (2012) play a larger
role in explaining motivations for most donors than the place-based interests described by Davis
(1991). Donors reported a variety of motivations that were broadly similar across different types of
donors, and all agreed that the donation rewards were a relatively unimportant motivation. However,
the statistical differences described on some motivations suggest that important differences could be
observed for the two donor sub-sets considered. Donors who lived in the project neighborhood may
be more motivated by a desire to participate in community, and improve their own neighborhood.
Donors who are project participants report motivations related to project success, such as a feeling
of achievement, learning new things, and developing a positive reputation. The data also support the
idea that crowdfunding can reach new people who are not otherwise involved in an initiative (Bone
& Baeck, 2016).
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Table 4. Self-reported donor motivations
Motivations

Mean
Ratinga

Neighborhood
Residents
(N=34)

Neighborhood
Non-Residents
(N=111)

Helping others

4.0

3.8

4.1

Improving my
neighborhood

3.4

4.4

Belonging to a
community

3.1

Feeling a sense
of achievement

Connected
to Project
(N=112)

No Direct
Connection
to Project
(N=33)

1.421

4.0

3.9

0.592

3.0

-4.714**

3.4

3.6

-0.633

3.7

2.9

-3.084**

3.2

2.9

0.928

2.9

3.1

2.9

-0.867

3.1

2.5

1.959*

Matching
donationb

2.7

3.2

2.8

-1.224

2.8

2.4

1.364

Learning new
things

2.4

2.4

2.4

-0.303

2.6

1.9

2.382**

Developing
a positive
reputation in my
community

2.3

2.6

2.2

-1.081

2.4

1.4

1.766*

Meeting new
people

2.2

2.5

2.1

-1.800*

2.2

2.1

0.563

Donation reward

1.4

1.5

1.3

-1.072

1.5

1.2

1.422

b

t

t

Notes: a Scale: 1 = not at all influential, 2 = slightly influential, 3=somewhat influential, 4=very influential, 5 = extremely influential. b Computed for
Patronicity projects only. * p < 0.10. ** p < 0.05.

Table 5. Donor volunteering likelihood and donor volunteering experience
Likelihood of Future
Activities A

Volunteered or
Provided Other
Assistance (%)

Total

1.8

19

Neighborhood residents

1.6

28

Neighborhood non-residents

1.9

16

Connected to project

1.6

22

No direct connection to project

2.5

8

Notes: Scale: 1 = extremely likely, 2 = moderately likely, 3 = slightly likely, 4 = neither likely nor unlikely, 5 = slightly unlikely, 6 = moderately unlikely, 7 =
extremely unlikely.
a

From the practitioner’s perspective, the survey results show that civic crowdfunding has a mix
of strengths and weaknesses. The main strengths seen in the survey data are that civic crowdfunding
succeeded in attracting many donors outside of the projects’ neighborhoods, and many donors who
reported no previous project ties, such as friends and family of neighborhood residents, people who
work in the area, and those with other ties such as alumni of local schools and colleges. Although
involving such people raises the question of how a community initiative wishes to define community,
it may make civic crowdfunding an attractive strategy for neighborhoods with a small number of
residents or limited capacity. The main weakness is the potential for civic crowdfunding to exacerbate
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Table 6. Donor social capital outcomes

Strength of Ties –
Similar1

% Met Two or
More New People
Different From
Them

Strength
of Ties Different1

Change in
Neighborhood Social
Capital1

Total

3.1

3.2

24

2.0

Neighborhood
residents

2.9

3.0

38

2.2

Neighborhood nonresidents

3.2

3.2

20

1.9

Connected to
project

3.0

3.1

30

1.9

No direct
connection to
project

3.4

3.3

6

2.3

Notes: 1 Scale: Much Stronger (1), Moderately stronger (2), Slightly stronger (3), No change (4), Slightly weaker (5), Moderately weaker (6), Much
weaker (7).

unequal participation in neighborhood development, since these people tended to be older and whiter
than neighborhood residents.
In many of the cases examined, the crowdfunding complemented in-person organizing activities
like attending neighborhood meetings, which leaders undertook specifically to reach people who
may not donate to the crowdfunding campaign and improve the overall diversity of people involved
in their projects. Several of the project leaders took deliberate steps to tailor their outreach strategies
to ensure their desired participation in their projects. For example, Mandisa Smith, the leader of the
Fiber Art on The Avenue project, reported refraining from using her business’s email list (which
contained geographically diverse customers) to promote what she hoped would be a neighborhoodbased project. Similarly, when raising funds for a small community mural project in the Memphis
suburb of Frayser, Lynsi Hartman avoided tapping into her own personal network, since she wanted
to avoid the project donors being dominated by wealthier people who lived elsewhere as opposed to
local residents. The Warwick Street community garden project in New York City chose to prioritize
event invitations for local leaders and neighborhood residents. In some cases, these measures to
restrict participation may have reduced the projects’ fundraising success.
Donor Project Involvement
Although the project survey occurred too soon to fully capture the extent of donor involvement, the
results provide support for the hypothesis that civic crowdfunding is useful not only for fundraising
but also for recruitment (Baeck et al., 2014; Ioby, 2016). However, although 19% of all donors
reported volunteering, only 8% of donors with no connection with the project reported volunteering
(Table 5). From a practitioner’s point of view, these data suggest that donors may have an untapped
willingness to volunteer that is not being fully utilized. This might be addressed in several ways.
Project leaders may need to create more opportunities for donors to participate, instead of viewing
them exclusively as financial backers. New technical features on the websites could better inform
donors of other ways to assist with the project when they make a donation, such as by allowing them
to sign up for particular tasks or events.
One obstacle to involving donors more extensively in the projects is their geographic dispersion.
Although a majority of donors live outside of the neighborhood, 82% are within the same metropolitan
area, which suggests that they may be available to participate in discrete in-person activities such as
volunteering days. The 18% of donors who live outside of the regions where the projects are located
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pose an even greater challenge, but they might contribute to the project remotely by assisting with
online promotion or applying skills to discrete tasks that can be conducted remotely, such as graphic
design or assisting with online communications.
Donor Social Capital Outcomes
Although the most prominent feature of civic crowdfunding is collecting donations from individuals
over the internet, the survey revealed that many—but by no means all—donors reported social
outcomes such as forming and strengthening social ties and improving the perceived social cohesion
of their neighborhoods. The primary contribution of this finding to the literature is to show that
social capital not only explains why outreach messages succeed (Borst et al., 2017) or how leaders
identify donors (Hui et al., 2014), but also may be produced by civic crowdfunding projects. Some
civic crowdfunding projects may result in changes to the social capital of the donors, allowing them
to form new ties, strengthen existing ties, or change their perceptions of a neighborhood. However,
since these benefits accrue to an unrepresentative group of donors, civic crowdfunding may hold
the potential to further exacerbate social inequalities, by further boosting the social capital of the
relatively privileged.
Limitations and Future Research
This study has several important limitations. First, the survey response rate is relatively low, which
may introduce nonresponse bias. Although the potential effect of this bias is unknown, if nonrespondents are also less motivated to be involved in the project, the effect would be to increase the
observed prevalence of volunteering and positive changes to social capital. In addition, the results
may be effected if there are systematic differences between the two platforms studied. However, t-tests
found no significant difference at the 99% confidence level of the age, likelihood of volunteering,
amount of donation, and percent who volunteered between donors to the two projects. As described
above, projects on both platforms had broadly similar donor geographic distributions. If there are
differences, the overall findings will be more strongly influenced by donors to Patronicity, since they
comprise 86% of the responses.
Other limitations to the research design suggest directions for future research. First, the survey
was conducted relatively soon after the completion of the fundraising phase of the project, and the
study considers only short-term project outcomes. Although the projects largely met their financial
goals, civic crowdfunding projects may face barriers to realizing their project ideas. In addition, social
capital may rely on in-person volunteering activities which continue until the project’s completion.
Future research could collect longitudinal data to better understand the extent to which crowdfunding
donors become involved in these initiatives and explore projects’ long-term neighborhood impact.
The study does not account for important variations in the nature of civic crowdfunding practices
among the projects. Although the project leaders were all provided generally similar instructions from
the staff associated with each platform and engaged in similar practices, they differed in how they
went about conducting outreach and promotion or presenting their project. Both large-N analysis
and intensive case research are needed to better understand these variations. However, the author
expects some of the findings from the broader crowdfunding research to apply, e.g., projects are more
successful when they obtain early donations, feature well-written descriptions, use effective visual
materials, etc. (e.g., Etter, Grossglauser, & Thiran, 2013; Lu et al., 2014; Mollick, 2014).
Finally, research could investigate the relationship between crowdfunding and broader societal
shifts. Crowdfunding can be viewed as one specific instance of what has come to be known as the
platform economy, where economic transactions are mediated by platforms (Kenney & Zysman, 2016).
The result can be significant power for the platform owner, although Kenney and Zysman point out
platforms also include nonprofit initiatives like Wikipedia. Although the two civic crowdfunding
platforms studied here use different structures (Patronicity is a private company and Ioby is a nonprofit
corporation), they both view themselves as social enterprises and work closely with government
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and nonprofit partners. As in other fields, these new actors raise a set of complex empirical and
normative questions (Bennett, 2015). As they grow, they may begin to be perceived as an alternative
to traditional fundraising or outreach techniques. However, this could result in profound consequences,
since it seems likely projects which are appealing to social media audiences may differ in important
ways from those preferred by traditional funders such as government or foundation grant programs.
In the case of public arts, Brabham (2017) forcefully argues that crowdfunding and public-sector
investments serve distinct goals, but observes that crowdfunding relies on a market logic which is
often deployed to critique government initiatives. In the cases examined here, the project leaders
viewed crowdfunding as primarily about outreach, and financially as only a complement to existing
sources. As civic crowdfunding matures within community development, future research could probe
the role it plays, and whether it is related to shifts in the amount or type of local development projects
which receive financial support.
CONCLUSION
Social media has become a ubiquitous e-Planning tool, used by a wide range of urban stakeholders
to foster discussion, participation, and engagement (Al-Kodmany et al., 2012; Willems & Alizadeh,
2015). Despite early hopes that it might lead to a “paradigm shift” in urban planning (Anttiroiko,
2012), the use of social media has generally not replaced existing top-down approaches with more
participatory, bottom-up models (Afzalan & Evans-Cowley, 2015; Kleinhans et al., 2015). Therefore,
although the goals of most civic crowdfunding projects are typically modest, it is a significant
development since it presents a model for participatory e-Planning where social media participation
not only results in fundraising—but also potentially fosters civic participation by the donors.
Crowdfunding is a fundraising method increasing in popularity in many sectors. Although most
attention has been focused on forms of crowdfunding where participants receive valuable rewards
or other economic benefits, in urban neighborhoods a growing number of place-based projects are
using civic crowdfunding as a method of participatory e-Planning to recruit participants and collect
financial donations. A growing body of research investigating crowdfunding more generally has
explored various aspects of this phenomenon. This article views civic crowdfunding as an example of
a local development. As a result, it investigates research questions concerning donors’ characteristics,
group involvement, and social capital outcomes, which have been neglected in existing crowdfunding
research.
This paper investigates these issues by drawing on a survey of donors to ten typical civic
crowdfunding projects drawn from two leading civic crowdfunding platforms in the United States.
The survey reported here finds that civic crowdfunding projects attract donors not only from the
project neighborhood, but also from elsewhere in the region or from a different region entirely.
Donors are older and whiter than the population in the tracts where the projects are located. Some
donors—even those who reported no connection with the project or did not live in the neighborhood—
reported volunteering. All donors reported that they were likely to engage in future activities with
the projects. Similarly, donors reported that projects somewhat strengthened their social ties, and on
average they reported that the projects resulted in moderately stronger perceived social cohesion of
the neighborhoods.
Urban neighborhoods in the US face a variety of challenges. Few of these projects—and few civic
crowdfunding projects in general—aim to provide the improved infrastructure and public services many
neighborhoods require. However, the community development field has found important connections
between small-scale locality improvements and success in broader reforms. Small projects can launch
a virtuous process of building community power and resources. Local development initiatives, such
as those in the projects described here, are an essential ingredient in creating vibrant neighborhoods
that better meet their residents’ diverse needs. This paper highlights civic crowdfunding as a new
strategy for such initiatives, contributing to an improved understanding of it among community
development practitioners and scholars.
79

International Journal of E-Planning Research
Volume 8 • Issue 2 • April-June 2019

CONFLICT OF INTERESTS
The authors declare no conflict of interests.
ACKNOWLEDGMENT
The author would like to thank Dana Wall for assistance with data collection, the project leaders
for making time for interviews, and the staff of Patronicity and Ioby for facilitating the survey and
sharing their insights. This research received no specific grant from any funding agency in the public,
commercial, or not-for-profit sectors.

80

International Journal of E-Planning Research
Volume 8 • Issue 2 • April-June 2019

REFERENCES
Afzalan, N., & Evans-Cowley, J. (2015). Planning and Social Media: Facebook for Planning at the Neighbourhood
Scale. Planning Practice and Research, 30(3), 270–285. doi:10.1080/02697459.2015.1052943
Agrawal, A., Catalini, C., & Goldfarb, A. (2015). Crowdfunding: Geography, social networks, and the timing of
investment decisions. Journal of Economics & Management Strategy, 24(2), 253–274. doi:10.1111/jems.12093
Al-Kodmany, K., Betancur, J., & Vidyarthi, S. (2012). E-Civic Engagement and the Youth: New Frontiers and
Challenges for Urban Planning. International Journal of E-Planning Research, 1(3), 87–104. doi:10.4018/
ijepr.2012070105
Altschuler, A., Somkin, C. P., & Adler, N. E. (2004). Local services and amenities, neighborhood social capital,
and health. Social Science & Medicine, 59(6), 1219–1229. doi:10.1016/j.socscimed.2004.01.008 PMID:15210093
Anttiroiko, A.-V. (2012). Urban Planning 2.0. International Journal of E-Planning Research, 1(1), 16–30.
doi:10.4018/ijepr.2012010103
Baeck, P., Collins, L., & Zhang, B. (2014). Understanding alternative finance. The UK Alternative Finance
Industry Report.
Belleflamme, P., Lambert, T., & Schwienbacher, A. (2014). Crowdfunding: Tapping the right crowd. Journal
of Business Venturing, 29(5), 585–609. doi:10.1016/j.jbusvent.2013.07.003
Bennett, L. K. (2015). Crowdfunding the future: media industries, ethics and digital society. New York: Peter
Lang. doi:10.3726/978-1-4539-1546-2
Berry, J. M., Portney, K. E., & Thomson, K. (1993). The rebirth of urban democracy. Washington, D.C.:
Brookings Institution.
Bhattacharyya, J. (2004). Theorizing Community Development. Journal of the Community Development Society,
34(2), 5–34. doi:10.1080/15575330409490110
Bieri, D. S. (2015). Crowdfunding the city: The end of’cataclysmic money’? Environment & Planning A, 47(12),
2429–2435. doi:10.1177/0308518X15615369
Bone, J., & Baeck, P. (2016). Crowdfunding Good Causes: Opportunities and challenges for charities, community
groups and social entrepreneurs. Retrieved from http://www.nesta.org.uk/publications/crowdfunding-good-causes
Borst, I., Moser, C., & Ferguson, J. (2017). From friendfunding to crowdfunding: Relevance of relationships, social
media, and platform activities to crowdfunding performance. New Media & Society, 0(0), 1461444817694599.
doi:10.1177/1461444817694599
Brabham, D. C. (2017). How crowdfunding discourse threatens public arts. New Media & Society, 19(7),
983–999. doi:10.1177/1461444815625946
Carpiano, R. M. (2007). Neighborhood social capital and adult health: An empirical test of a Bourdieu-based
model. Health & Place, 13(3), 639–655. doi:10.1016/j.healthplace.2006.09.001 PMID:17084655
Checkoway, B. (1995). Six strategies of community change. Community Development Journal: An International
Forum, 30(1), 2–20. doi:10.1093/cdj/30.1.2
Davidson, R., & Poor, N. (2015). The barriers facing artists’ use of crowdfunding platforms: Personality,
emotional labor, and going to the well one too many times. New Media & Society, 17(2), 289–307.
doi:10.1177/1461444814558916
Davies, R. (2014a). Civic Crowdfunding: A New Way of Spending Down? Stanford Social Innovation Review.
Retrieved from https://ssir.org/articles/entry/civic_crowdfunding_a_new_way_of_spending_down
Davies, R. (2014b). Civic Crowdfunding: Participatory Communities, Entrepreneurs and the Political Economy
of Place. (Master of Science in Comparative Media Studies). Cambridge, Mass.: MIT.
Davies, R. (2014c). Three provocations for civic crowdfunding. Information Communication and Society, 18(3),
342–355. doi:10.1080/1369118X.2014.989878

81

International Journal of E-Planning Research
Volume 8 • Issue 2 • April-June 2019

Davies, R. (2015). Four Civic Roles for Crowdfunding. In L. Bennett, B. Chin, & B. Jones (Eds.), Crowdfunding
the Future (pp. 84–97). New York: Peter Lang.
Davis, J. E. (1991). Contested ground: collective action and the urban neighborhood. Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell
University Press.
Dillman, D. A., Smyth, J. D., & Christian, L. M. (2014). Internet, Phone, Mail, and Mixed-Mode Surveys: The
Tailored Design Method. John Wiley & Sons.
Etter, V., Grossglauser, M., & Thiran, P. (2013). Launch hard or go home!: predicting the success of
kickstarter campaigns. Paper presented at the first ACM conference on Online social networks, Boston, MA.
doi:10.1145/2512938.2512957
Forrest, R., & Kearns, A. (2001). Social Cohesion, Social Capital and the Neighbourhood. Urban Studies
(Edinburgh, Scotland), 38(12), 2125–2143. doi:10.1080/00420980120087081
Gerber, E. M., Hui, J. S., & Kuo, P.-Y. (2012). Crowdfunding: Why people are motivated to post and fund projects
on crowdfunding platforms. Paper presented at the International Workshop on Design, Influence, and Social
Technologies: Techniques, Impacts and Ethics.
Grabkowska, M., Pancewicz, Ł., & Sagan, I. (2013). The impact of web-based media on evolution of participatory
urban planning and e-democracy in Poland. International Journal of E-Planning Research, 2(3), 1–16.
doi:10.4018/ijepr.2013070101
Horelli, L., Saad-Sulonen, J., Wallin, S., & Botero, A. (2015). When Self-Organization Intersects with Urban
Planning: Two Cases from Helsinki. Planning Practice and Research, 30(3), 286–302. doi:10.1080/0269745
9.2015.1052941
Hui, J. S., Gerber, E. M., & Gergle, D. (2014). Understanding and leveraging social networks for crowdfunding:
opportunities and challenges. Paper presented at the 2014 conference on Designing interactive systems.
doi:10.1145/2598510.2598539
Ioby. (2016). About. Retrieved from https://www.ioby.org/about
Jung, Y., Gray, R., Lampe, C., & Ellison, N. (2013). Favors from facebook friends: unpacking dimensions of
social capital. Paper presented at the SIGCHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems, Paris,
France. doi:10.1145/2470654.2470657
Kenney, M., & Zysman, J. (2016). The Rise of the Platform Economy. Issues in Science and Technology, 32(3),
61–69.
Kleinhans, R., Van Ham, M., & Evans-Cowley, J. (2015). Using social media and mobile technologies to foster
engagement and self-organization in participatory urban planning and neighbourhood governance. Planning
Practice and Research, 30(3), 237–247. doi:10.1080/02697459.2015.1051320
Larsen, L., Harlan, S. L., Bolin, B., Hackett, E. J., Hope, D., Kirby, A., & Wolf, S. et al. (2004). Bonding and
bridging understanding the relationship between social capital and civic action. Journal of Planning Education
and Research, 24(1), 64–77. doi:10.1177/0739456X04267181
Lochner, K., Kawachi, I., & Kennedy, B. P. (1999). Social capital: A guide to its measurement. Health & Place,
5(4), 259–270. doi:10.1016/S1353-8292(99)00016-7 PMID:10984580
Lu, C.-T., Xie, S., Kong, X., & Yu, P. S. (2014). Inferring the impacts of social media on crowdfunding. Paper
presented at the 7th ACM international conference on Web search and data mining. doi:10.1145/2556195.2556251
Maton, K. I. (2008). Empowering community settings: Agents of individual development, community betterment,
and positive social change. American Journal of Community Psychology, 41(1-2), 4–21. doi:10.1007/s10464007-9148-6 PMID:18175215
Medoff, P., & Sklar, H. (1994). Streets of hope: the fall and rise of an urban neighborhood. Boston, MA: South
End Press.
Mollick, E. (2014). The dynamics of crowdfunding: An exploratory study. Journal of Business Venturing, 29(1),
1–16. doi:10.1016/j.jbusvent.2013.06.005

82

International Journal of E-Planning Research
Volume 8 • Issue 2 • April-June 2019

Obar, J. A., Zube, P., & Lampe, C. (2012). Advocacy 2.0: An analysis of how advocacy groups in the United
States perceive and use social media as tools for facilitating civic engagement and collective action. Journal of
Information Policy, 2, 1–25. doi:10.5325/jinfopoli.2.2012.0001
Rosenman, M. (2015). We Can’t Crowdfund Government Programs. The Chronicle of Philanthropy.
Sax, L. J., Gilmartin, S. K., & Bryant, A. N. (2003). Assessing Response Rates and Nonresponse Bias in Web
and Paper Surveys. Research in Higher Education, 44(4), 409–432. doi:10.1023/A:1024232915870
Stephens, C. (2008). Social capital in its place: Using social theory to understand social capital and inequalities
in health. Social Science & Medicine, 66(5), 1174–1184. doi:10.1016/j.socscimed.2007.11.026 PMID:18155335
Stiver, A., Barroca, L., Minocha, S., Richards, M., & Roberts, D. (2015). Civic crowdfunding research: Challenges,
opportunities, and future agenda. New Media & Society, 17(2), 249–271. doi:10.1177/1461444814558914
Stiver, A., Barroca, L., Petre, M., Richards, M., & Roberts, D. (2015). Civic crowdfunding: how do
offline communities engage online? Paper presented at the 2015 British HCI Conference, Lincoln, UK.
doi:10.1145/2783446.2783585
Temkin, K., & Rohe, W. M. (1998). Social capital and neighborhood stability: An empirical investigation.
Housing Policy Debate, 9(1), 61–88. doi:10.1080/10511482.1998.9521286
Willems, L. G., & Alizadeh, T. (2015). Social Media for Public Involvement and Sustainability in International
Planning and Development. International Journal of E-Planning Research, 4(4), 1–17. doi:10.4018/
ijepr.2015100101

83

International Journal of E-Planning Research
Volume 8 • Issue 2 • April-June 2019

APPENDIX: CIVIC CROWDFUNDING DONOR SURVEY

Project Involvement
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.
8.
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How did you first hear about this crowdfunding project?
◦◦ From the project (creator/leader) (individual or organization)
◦◦ From friends or acquaintances
◦◦ Through a meeting, event, or flyer in my neighborhood
◦◦ Through the media (newspapers, local websites, radio, etc.)
◦◦ Through the crowdfunding platform it was featured on
◦◦ Other: ____
How much did you donate to this project?
◦◦ $1-10
◦◦ $11-50
◦◦ $51-100
◦◦ $100-500
◦◦ $501+
In addition to your donation, describe your involvement in the project:
◦◦ I volunteered or provided other assistance
◦◦ I was asked, but did not volunteer or provide other assistance
◦◦ I have no involvement
◦◦ Other: _________________
What is your connection to the project and/or organization?
◦◦ Former participant, volunteer or staff member
◦◦ Past donor
◦◦ Current volunteer, participant or staff member
◦◦ Friend/Family of volunteer, participant or staff member
◦◦ No direct connection to the individual/organization
How recently have you donated to a past project of this leader/creator?
◦◦ Never donated before
◦◦ Less than 1 year
◦◦ 1-5 years
◦◦ More than 5 years
[If volunteer]
Please describe the volunteering or other assistance you provided the project (check all that
apply):
◦◦ Volunteered in-person, Hours: _____
◦◦ Assisted with promoting the project
◦◦ Provided technical assistance which utilized my skills, Describe: ____________
◦◦ Other: ______________
[If volunteer]
Describe your volunteering experience with this project:
[essay box]
How similar were your interests in the project with those of the project creators/leaders?
◦◦ Extremely similar
◦◦ Very similar
◦◦ Somewhat similar
◦◦ Neither similar nor dissimilar
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◦◦ Somewhat dissimilar
◦◦ Very dissimilar
◦◦ Extremely dissimilar
◦◦ Not enough information to know
9. How likely are you to engage in future activities with the individuals who organized this project?
◦◦ Extremely unlikely
◦◦ Unlikely
◦◦ Neutral
◦◦ Likely
◦◦ Extremely likely
10. What effect did your involvement in this project have on the strength of ties you have with people
in the neighborhood?
◦◦ Ties with people with similar backgrounds to me
◦◦ Ties with people different backgrounds from me
Scale for the questions above:
Much stronger
Somewhat stronger
Neither stronger or weaker
Somewhat weaker
Much weaker
Much less
11. How many new people did you meet or develop new relationships with through this project?
◦◦ People similar to me
◦◦ People different than me
Scale:
0, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5+
12. Overall, do you think that this project resulted in stronger or weaker ties between people in this
neighborhood?
◦◦ Much stronger
◦◦ Somewhat stronger
◦◦ Neither stronger or weaker
◦◦ Somewhat weaker
◦◦ Much weaker
◦◦ Don’t know
Engagement and Residency
13. Which of the following activities were you involved in within the last 12 months?
◦◦ Volunteered in your city
◦◦ Voted in an election
◦◦ Attended a neighborhood or block organization meeting
◦◦ Attended a public meeting
◦◦ Wrote to an elected official
◦◦ Attended a rally, protest, or other political event
◦◦ Other: __________________
14. Where do you live?
◦◦ In the same neighborhood as this project
◦◦ Not in the same neighborhood, but in the same municipality as this project
◦◦ The same region as this project
◦◦ Outside the region where this project is located
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[Live in neighborhood]
15. Which category best describes you?
◦◦ I rent a private apartment in the neighborhood
◦◦ I occupy a home I own, and there is a good chance I will sell the property in the next five years
◦◦ I occupy a home I own, and I am not planning to sell the home anytime soon
◦◦ I am a public housing tenant in the neighborhood
◦◦ I live in the neighborhood through another arrangement (live with friends, in a shelter,
homeless)
◦◦ I own a property with limits on how much I can earn from sale (shares in a co-op, other
limited-equity arrangement)
[Do not live in neighborhood]
16. Which category best describes you?
◦◦ I am more interested in the project idea than the specific neighborhood
◦◦ I am a landlord in the neighborhood
◦◦ I am a financier of development in the neighborhood
◦◦ I am a developer in the neighborhood
◦◦ I buy property with the aim of re-selling it at a profit in the neighborhood
◦◦ I am interested in this neighborhood for another reason:_____________
Crowdfunding Website
For the following questions, think about how the project you funded was presented on the civic
crowdfunding website, as well as the website’s functionality in general.
17. Rate the quality of information on the project page about these topics:
◦◦ The goals of the project
◦◦ How the funds would be used
◦◦ In addition to donating, how I could help
Scale for the above questions (displayed as a matrix)
1- Poor
2- Fair
3- Good
4- Very good
5- Excellent
No information provided
18. Please rate the following motivations for donating or volunteering with the project:
◦◦ Donation rewards (sticker, t-shirt, gift certificate)
◦◦ Matching donations
◦◦ Learning new things
◦◦ Belonging to a community
◦◦ Meeting new people
◦◦ Helping others
◦◦ Developing a positive reputation in my community
◦◦ Improving my neighborhood
◦◦ Feeling a sense of achievement
◦◦ Other (comment box)
1- Not at all influential
2- Slightly influential
3- Somewhat influential
4- Very influential
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5- Extremely influential
Demographics
19. What is your age?
20. Are you of Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin?
Yes
No
21. What is your race? Mark one or more boxes.
White
Black or African American
American Indian
Asian American
Middle Eastern or Arab American
Some other race: _____________________
22. Any other feedback or comments:
[Essay Box]
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