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Abstract 
For the past 40 years, the continued growth and engagement of women in the political process has 

created opportunities to increase the influence of the female electorate.  Through grassroots political 

activism, community networks, and online advocacy, women voters have been galvanized to come 

together collectively to take action to address relevant political issues, but this rising political 

enthusiasm has not translated into an equal focus on women's issues or equal representation in 

Congress.   

 

This thesis examines the factors that have contributed to the growth and influence of women's political 

advocacy and explores women's political engagement/activism, traditional vs. online activism, the 

effectiveness of all-women online networks, and female voter demographics.  Based on this research, I 

developed a virtual crowdsourcing community as a shared space for members to propose and discuss 

important and timely women's issues including domestic violence, reproductive health, and pay equity 

and to collaborate to suggest relevant legislation to political leaders.  The purpose of this social network 

is provide a platform for women activists and constituents to connect with others who want to advance 

the political causes that are relevant to women and to increase the engagement of women in politics to 

achieve gender equality in local and national government. 
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Introduction 

 
Since the Women's Suffrage Movement resulted in women earning the right to vote in 1920, women 

have continued to fight for the right to have an equal vote and voice in the political process, eventually 

surpassing men with their rate of voter turnout.  The outcome of the 2018 elections, which resulted in 

an increased voter turnout among women and record numbers of women being elected to Congress, 

suggests that women are engaged in the political process and are aware of their influence on the 

outcome of political issues, but this rising political enthusiasm has not translated into an equal 

focus on women's issues or equal representation in Congress.  In this thesis project, I will examine 

women's political engagement including the use and effectiveness of online activism and communities 

as platforms for mobilizing women to take action on legislative issues and causes. 

Research Questions 
 
1. How does an online political community encourage engagement, idea sharing, and collaboration 

between members?  

2. How does a social crowdsourcing network encourage members to take the initiative to address 

relevant political causes and participate in outreach to politicians?  

3. How can a virtual community improve voter participation across all age, class, and ethnic 

demographics amongst women?  
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Literature Review 

 

Women's Political Engagement/Activism 
 
In the U.S., women have voted at higher rates in presidential elections than men since 1980 and are 

more likely to be registered to vote and to go to the polls than men which is the result of the 

ongoing effort to increase women's participation in the political process (IWPR, 2015).  Since 

Donald Trump's election in 2016, "nearly six-in-ten women (58%) say they are paying increased attention 

to politics...compared with 46% of men" (Pew, 2017)  which resulted in the election of record numbers 

of women to Congress during the 2018 midterm elections (Desilver, 2018) and demonstrated that 

women can be mobilized into action to support relevant political causes and issues that impact their 

lives.   

 

According to a study of local feminist activism by Marshall (2002), women's grassroots political activist 

groups are organized by women who come together around a shared cause or concern and capitalize on 

relationship building to inspire political action. Through caucus activism, which involves the meeting of 

a group of people belonging to the same political party or faction usually to select candidates or to 

decide on policy, these "'Caucus Women' are engaged in organizational activity that ultimately serves to 

connect women’s grassroots community efforts to the pursuit of electoral objectives" (Marshall, 2002,  

p. 714).  Because Caucus Women understand the electoral system and are a part of the women’s 

community they want to mobilize, they can serve as liaisons between the candidate and their local 

community members, translating women’s everyday life concerns into political terms.   
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Caucus Women have: 

� provided community activists (including prospective women candidates) with electoral skills 

� used their own leverage in the community and feminist connections to encourage support for 

selected candidates.  

� opened up organizational channels of communication between candidates and grassroots efforts.    

(Marshall, 2002) 

 

Goss and Heaney (2010) argue that the successful mobilization of women's groups relies on the creation 

of hybrid organizations to unite the diverse communities within the groups.  One of the primary 

challenges to mobilizing women into collective action is to address the differences in age, race, ethnicity, 

class background, education, sexual orientation, geographic origin, political ideology, experiences of 

subordination, and attitudes toward the proper roles of women in society. These differences mean that 

the communication methods must be adjusted for each group in a single community because not all 

women will be reachable through the same calls for action (Goss, 2010). 

 
Traditional vs. Online Activism 
 
Because activities such as fundraising, recruitment, voter turnout efforts, and information distribution 

can all occur online, the political migration from traditional to online platforms gives citizens, campaigns, 

and elected officials numerous opportunities to expand their outreach.  In her study on women, politics, 

and new media, DiMeco (2017) found that female politicians are able to communicate directly with 

voters and influence the political agenda at more limited costs and on their own terms online. Women 

legislators and coordinators of women’s political networks interviewed for this study have pointed out 

the importance of online tools to connect women with one another and they have stressed how these  
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tools should be seen as "complementary, not substitutes for in-person gatherings, where women at all 

stages of political recruitment truly connect, learn to trust each other, and develop bonds that enable  

them to continue mentoring and supporting one another". (DiMeco, 2017)    In Goss and Heaney's (2010) 

study of internet activism, they noted that Code Pink actively used Web 2.0 applications to promote 

interactivity between its member-activists in real time by connecting participants to different kinds of 

forums, such as "congressional hearings, campaign rallies, and protests which aided Code Pink in 

targeting media attention and institutional contact (e.g., a meeting with House Judiciary Committee 

Chairman John Conyers and a news article with photos in a Washington, DC newspaper)".  

(Goss, 2010, p.40) 

 

Online platforms also give those with less access the voice and power to level the playing field and help 

women activists reach out to less active women by encouraging them to speak out about important 

political issues.   These platforms can also be used to promote digital literacy "to ensure that citizens 

become conscious consumers of information and invest in women’s political participation and candidate 

training programs" (DiMeco, 2019, p. 4).  In their study about gender and political mobilization online, 

Mellon (2017) and other scholars have raised concerns about whether online political participation may 

exclude certain groups from politics and who participates online due to limited access to the Internet, 

the technical skills required to participate, and the potential for online debates and harassment. 

(Mellon, 2017)  This issue can be addressed through extensive education and outreach in online 

communities. 

 

Loiseau and Nowacka (2015) examined the political impact of women's online advocacy and determined 

that barriers to women’s political agency are replicated in women’s online activism.  



POLITICAUSE.NET: DEVELOPING A VIRTUAL CROWDSOURCING COMMUNITY  
TO INCREASE THE ENGAGEMENT OF WOMEN IN POLITICS  

10 of 41 

 

Specific additional challenges identified by recent research and by the OECD Development Centre’s 

Wikigender's online discussion include:  

� Women’s limited access to new technologies which affect, in particular, rural and indigenous 

women’s online advocacy and opportunities to connect with other activists. 

� Limited networking with institutional actors which negatively affects the success of women’s online 

activism. 

� Information overload of too many small online campaigns on specific issues can overwhelm and 

lead to activism fatigue which affects the ability to scale up a campaign to a global level and attract 

new audiences.  

� Censorship and harassment of female activists to silence women's online voices. 

 

During the Wikigender online discussion, participants shared examples of effective strategies to ensure 

that women’s voices are heard in order to achieve equality: 

� “Train women to make greater use of information technology for communication and the media” 

to ensure equal access to and use of new technologies which is critical for maximizing social media’s 

advocacy role. 

� “Increase women's capacity to participate in decision making and leadership" to help the success 

of online advocacy campaigns focusing on women’s rights. 

� "Involve a cross-sector of actors, including grassroots women’s networks, traditional media and 

men" to strengthen advocacy efforts, reinforce messaging, and attract greater attention locally and 

nationally. 

      (Loiseau, 2015, p. 4) 
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Crowdsourcing and Community Engagement 

Crowdsourcing is a sourcing model that typically involves using the internet to attract and divide work 

including ideas, voting, micro-tasks, and finances, between a group of participants to achieve a 

cumulative result in which individuals or organizations obtain goods and services (Wikipedia).   

As Peaker (2015) explains, crowdsourcing is increasingly being used in cultural and academic institutions 

for projects that seek to use the energy and brainpower of the public to complete specific tasks more 

quickly and efficiently than would otherwise be possible. Because it facilitates the process of group 

participation by allowing others to assist and contribute to projects and ideas, crowdsourcing remains 

an important strategy for many emerging digital projects that seek to build community around and 

through their services while making it clear what each participant adds to the group and why each 

participant matters to the project as a whole (Peaker, 2015). 

 

To effectively use crowdsourcing to engage participants in online communities, Peaker(2015) suggests 

that the following questions need to be answered: 

� How much contextual information does the participant need to contribute meaningfully to the  

project?  

� How do the goals of the project relate to the crowdsourcing efforts?  

� How does the technology facilitate or hinder participation? 

If the crowdsourcing initiative is meant to increase community buy-in of the project as a whole, more 

contextual information and cross-participant engagement are necessary (Peaker, 2015). 
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Are All-Women Online Networks Always Best? 

An online community that specifically focuses on women's issues and exclusively allows female 

members to join can provide a safe space and be a solution to online harassment and threats, but there 

may be other reasons to consider opening the community to men.  DiMeco's (2017) research 

determined that while female-only political networks are important, female political activists and legis-

lators need to complement them with other kinds of political networks that are open to men, because 

"they might have more of the breadth, connectivity, and dynamism that are so important in the passage 

from a simple support network to one that truly helps people advance in their careers." In addition, 

"when it comes to achieving policy change that tackles societal norms on gender identity and roles, the 

inclusion of men, generally the power brokers in political institutions, can prove very important." 

(DiMeco, 2017, p. 9) 

 

Female Voter Demographics 

Breakdown by Age: 

Young women have a much lower voting rate than older women. In the 2012 election, 41.3 percent of 

women aged 18–24 voted, compared with 58.5 percent of adult women overall. Women aged 65–74 

had the highest voting rate in 2012 at 70.1 percent, followed by women aged 75 years and older (65.6 

percent), women aged 45–64 years (65.0 percent), and women aged 25–44 years (52.6 percent) (IWPR, 

2015).   Eighteen to twenty-four-year-old women voted at a rate of 35% in the 2018 midterms, a twofold 

increase from 2014. Historical trends show that midterm voting rates tend to double (or more) in the 

succeeding general election. If those trends persist, the 2020 voting rate for Gen Z women is likely to be 

70% or higher (Moses, 2019). 



POLITICAUSE.NET: DEVELOPING A VIRTUAL CROWDSOURCING COMMUNITY  
TO INCREASE THE ENGAGEMENT OF WOMEN IN POLITICS  

13 of 41 

 

Nearly half (48%) of young women say they have signed an online petition and young women are also 

much more likely then young men to have volunteered for a group or cause they care about (37% vs. 

30%, respectively), or even donated money to a campaign or cause (25% vs. 18%, respectively). Young 

women are also more likely to have liked or followed a campaign or group online (50% vs. 39%, 

respectively) (Vandermaas-Peeler, 2018, p. 9). 

In her study of young women's use of the Internet for political engagement, Harris (2008) has identified 

that online spaces provide a less intimidating and more welcoming opportunity for young women to act 

as citizens than traditional media forms.  Through their online engagement, young women are able to 

create identities and take civic action in new ways for the issues that they care about which allows them 

to build confidence as political participants (Harris, 2008). 

 

Breakdown by Ethnicity: 

Women play a critical role in the electorate and their participation has influenced the outcomes of  

and local and national elections with women of color becoming a larger force among these voters.   

Amongst all women, voter turnout increased significantly between the 2014 and 2018 midterm 

elections with an increase of 16% among White and Black women, 18% among Hispanic women, 15% 

among Asian American, Native Hawaiian, and other Pacific Islander (AANHPI) women, and 8% among 

American Indian or Alaskan Native (AIAN) women (Solomon, 2019). 
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Figure 1: Voter Turnout Among Women's Demographic Groups 
 

 

Image Source: www.americanprogress.org/issues/race/reports/2019/11/19/477309/women-color-collective-powerhouse-u-s-electorate/ 

 

Since 2008, the population of women of color has increased by 18% while their voter registration rates 

have jumped by 25%, effectively contributing to the changing makeup of the American electorate.  

 

Women of color were central to the unprecedented mid-term turnout:   

Turnout among women of color increased 37% of which Asian American and Pacific Islander (AAPI) 

women showed up to the polls at an increase of 48%, Black women at 28%, and Latinas at 51%.   
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2018 turnout was fueled by women mobilizing friends and family: 

Black women led the way with 84% mobilizing friends and family, followed by 76% of AAPI women, 72% 

of Native American women, 70% of Latinas, and 66% of White women (AAPI, 2018). 

 
Figure 2: Ahead of the Majority: The Growth and Voter Turnout of Women of Color 

                      

Image source:  AAPI Civic Engagement Fund, aapifund.org/report/woc/ 
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Breakdown by Region: 

Women’s political participation is highest overall in New England (with New Hampshire, Maine, and 

Massachusetts all in the top ten states), the Midwest (with Minnesota, Wisconsin, and Iowa ranking in 

the top ten), and the Pacific West (with California, Oregon, and Washington also among the ten best 

ranking states). 

Women’s political participation is lowest overall in the South (see Map 1.1). Alabama, Arkansas, 

Georgia, Louisiana, Texas, Virginia, and West Virginia all rank in the bottom ten. Nevada and 

Pennsylvania are also a part of this group, along with the worst-ranking state, Utah (IWPR, 2015). 

Figure 3: Voter Turnout Among Women by State 
 

 

Image source:  Institute for Women's Policy Research, Status of Women in the States, 
https://statusofwomendata.org/explore-the-data/political-participation/political-participation-full-section/ 
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Future Growth and Engagement 

For the past 40 years, the continued growth and engagement of women in the political process has 

created opportunities to increase the influence of the female electorate.  Through grassroots political 

activism, community networks, and online advocacy, women voters have been galvanized to come 

together collectively to take action to address relevant political issues.   

 

An organized virtual community will give women activists the platform to capitalize on this continued 

increase in voter enthusiasm and to advance the political causes that are relevant to women through 

communication, education, and outreach.  An online political network also gives women the freedom to 

express their views and to connect with and be supported by women who share interests in the same 

political causes or concerns both locally and nationally. 
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Methodology 

For the research paper, I used the following methods: 

� Literature Reviews and Secondary Research through the use of articles, reports, blogs, visual 

references, and research websites to understand the factors that contribute to the growth and 

influence of women's political advocacy and to learn more about Women's Political 

Engagement/Activism, Traditional vs. Online Activism, All-Women Online Networks, and Female 

Voter Demographics.  

 

For the online community, I used the following research methods: 

User Personas 
 
� Personas were used to develop profiles for the website users including new voters, experienced 

voters, caucus activists, older women, and young women.  These profiles contain hypothetical 

information about the person’s education, occupation, lifestyle, interests, goals, needs, limitations, 

and behavior patterns.  I created the personas based on questions and user profiles that became 

apparent during my research and based on frequently asked questions from voters on political 

websites.  
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    Figure 4a:  User Persona - Carol Andrews 4 
 

Carol Andrews - "I want to ensure that my legislative concerns are heard." 

 
Bio: 
� Age: 34 
� Location: New York 
� Education: M.S. Business 
� Job: Owner, Sax Bookstore 
� Status: Married, 2 children 
� Years Voting: 16 
 
 

Goals: 
� Ability to contact local 

politicians about 
legislative issues  
 

� Have a smooth and fast 
voting experience 

 
Frustration: 
� Unable to connect with 

other voters to discuss 
shared concerns 
 

� Inability to reach out to 
local politicians about 
legislative issues   

Hobbies: 
Writing, traveling 
 
Devices & Platforms: 

 

       

 
 
    Figure 4b:  User Persona - Denise Hall 5 
 

Denise Hall  - "I want to learn more about local candidates." 

 
Bio: 
� Age: 18 
� Location: Illinois 
� Education: B.S. Student 
� Job: N/A 
� Status: Single 
� Years Voting: 0 

Goals: 
� Ensure that she is properly 

registered 
� Find her poll location 
� Learn more about election 

procedures 
 
Frustration: 
� Inability to find detailed 

information about local 
candidates 

Hobbies: 
Dancing, Painting 
 
Devices & Platforms: 
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    Figure 4c:  User Persona - Lisa Diaz 6 
 

Lisa Diaz - "I want to connect with other women in my voting district." 

 
Bio: 
� Age: 52 
� Location: California 
� Education: B.S. Economics 
� Job: Financial Analyst 
� Status: Divorced 
� Years Voting: 34 

Goals: 
� Find other women in her 

voting district 
� Join community groups 

and attend local political 
events 

 
Frustration: 
� Cannot find local women 

to connect with and 
discuss political issues 
 

� Having difficulty finding 
local political groups and 
events  

Hobbies: 
Photography 
 
Devices & Platforms: 

 
 

 
 
    Figure 4d:  User Persona - Peter Shaw 7 
 

Peter Shaw - "I want to support women's rights initiatives and be a political 
resource for voters." 

 
Bio: 
� Age: 49 
� Location: Florida 
� Education: B.S. Accounting 
� Job: Senior Accountant 
� Status: Married, 2 daughters 
� Years Voting: 30 

Goals: 
� Support women who need 

to be connected with 
political leaders 

 
Frustration: 
� Inability to connect with 

women's group members 
to support women's rights 
initiatives 

Hobbies: 
Election Board Volunteering, 
Guitar playing 
 
Devices & Platforms: 
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Scenarios/User Flows 
 
� Scenarios/User Flows were used to visualize the process that a user will go through to accomplish 

tasks and walk through the user flow for the personas. 

    Figure 5a:  User Scenario - Carol Andrews 8 
 

Carol Andrews - "I want to ensure that my legislative concerns are heard." 
SCENARIO:   

Initial Site Visit D�
Carol visits the website because she wants guidance to find her 
local legislators to express her political concerns. 

   

Main Purpose:   
Suggest Legislation D�

She visits the "Suggest Legislation" page to collaborate with other 
members to send legislative suggestions to members of Congress. 

   

Connection Purpose:   
Find Local Political Group D 

Carol wants to join a local group to connect with others in her 
community to continue to discuss political issues.  She visits the 
main groups page to find an appropriate group to join. 

USER FLOW: Suggest Legislation 
1. Carol visits the website to suggest legislation to her local legislator. 
2. She visits the "Suggest Legislation" page from the Legislation menu. 
3. Then, Carol clicks the "Create Legislation Page" button, to create a new legislation suggestion. 
4. After creating the page, she clicks the "Main page" tab to add a description and she clicks the "Discussion" 
tab to add the legislation, then she clicks the "Save Changes" button. 
5. After Carol's suggested legislation has been submitted, the content will be reviewed and edited, if necessary, 
by a community administrator and will be available for contributions from other members. 

 

    Figure 5b:  User Scenario - Denise Hall 9 
 

Denise Hall  - " I want to learn more about local candidates." 
SCENARIO:   

Initial Site Visit D�
Denise visits the website because she wants to learn more about 
local political candidates 

   

Main Purpose:   
Find information about 

local candidates 
D�

She visits the "Find Legislators" page to find contact information for 
her local legislator and to send her concerns to him/her. 

   

Education Purpose:   
Learn about the  
voting process 

D 
Denise wants to learn more about the voter registration process.  
She visits the "How Do I Register to Vote?" tutorial in the Education 
section and receives information about the steps to register to vote. 

USER FLOW: Find Legislators 
1. Denise visits the website to find and contact her local legislator. 
2. She visits the "Find Legislators" page from the Legislation menu. 
3. Then, Denise enters her address and zip code and submits the form 
4. She selects the link for her legislator to go to their web or contact page. 
5. She contacts her legislator by mail, email, or phone (based on the available method).  
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Website / Online Community 

Objectives/Goals 

The PolitiCause political network was developed as a virtual community that allows members to connect 

with others who are interested in advancing the political causes and interests of women.  The website 

provides a central space for users to propose and discuss important and timely women's issues including 

domestic violence, reproductive health, and pay equity and to collaborate to suggest relevant legislation 

to political leaders.  This online community capitalizes on rising voter enthusiasm to increase the 

engagement of women in politics and to convert that increased interest into an equal focus on 

women's issues and equal representation in government. 

 

Planning 

The development process for the website and social network includes planning and considerations for 

the audience, content, architecture, and implementation. 

Audience - The target audience for the website is women who are interested in increasing their 

participation in the political process as well as men who want to contribute to the advancement of 

women's issues. 

Content - The site content consists of Community Member Profiles, Legislative Crowdsourcing, and 

Political News, Events, Education, and Outreach sections to provide political information and resources 

to members. 

Architecture - The website was developed using a content management system and social network 

software using a user-friendly design and intuitive navigation that allows members to easily find 

information and accomplish their tasks. 
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Content 

Community Area - The website provides a shared online space for members and allows members to sign 

in and create a user profile and connect with other community members.  Users can create groups, 

create and attend events, and create and respond to topics.   

Members:  Members can create a personal profile that contains their profile and background 

image, full name, job function, organization, address, phone number, introduction, expertise, 

and interests.  Members with administrative privileges can add and remove members, create 

groups, and moderate content.  

Topics:  Members can create topics about local political news, events, and opinions and 

respond/like other users topics/posts.  Users can add a topic type, title, image, group and 

visibility, description, and attachments. 

Groups:  Members with administrative privileges will act as group leaders who can create 

groups and manage group members.  Community members can join groups, create and join 

group events, and add topics and comments. 

Events:  Community members can create and attend events and add comments.  Members can 

add an event title, image, event type, group and visibility, enrollment options, start and end 

date, location, description, and attachments. 

Political Outreach - This "Find Legislators" page allows members to find and contact local politicians and 

search for them by entering their street address into the search box.  Members can use this feature to 

find and contact their local elected officials to encourage them to enact legislation.  (See Figures 9a and 

9b in the Appendix.) 

Legislative Crowdsourcing - This feature will allow members to collaborate to propose and contribute to 

legislation content with other members.  The "Suggest Legislation" feature uses crowdsourcing to  
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allow members to create and suggest legislation and allow other members to contribute to the 

proposed legislation.  Group/Caucus leaders can moderate the proposed legislative requests and edit 

the final version that will be sent to political leaders.  (See Figures 11a, 11b, and 11c in the Appendix.) 

Political Education - This section provides courses and information about voter registration, the political 

process, and community organizing, demonstrating, and outreach. 

Political News - Community leaders can add news and information about women's issues and political 

leaders including profiles, interviews, and videos as well as news about legislative progress. 

Social Media Sharing - Community members can share pages and events on Facebook and Twitter. 

 

Branding/Design 

The PolitiCause name was selected to represent the combination of political causes and activism.  The 

branding of the website was selected to attract the female political audience with neutral blue and 

white base tones and complementary colors.  The website uses responsive design to allow users to 

access the community on desktop, laptop, and mobile devices. 

 
 

Universal Principles of Design 

 
The website was built using the Universal Principles of Designs to ensure that the Usability, Content, and 

Visual Design aspects were developed to meet the needs of the target audience.   

(For definitions of the design principles, see the Appendix, p. 41.) 

Usability: 

Consistency and Legibility are used in the design elements including using consistent fonts, text 

blocking, and layout to improve the usability of the website.  Personas were used to create fictitious 

users to help make decisions about the features, interactions, and design to enhance usability.  The 
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Form Follows Function and Hierarchy of Needs techniques were used to create a website that appeals 

to the users by first ensuring that the website meets their basic needs. 

Content: 

Proximity and Similarity are used to display similar items such as the description boxes on the Events, 

Groups, and Topics pages to take advantage of the perception that elements that are similar and closer 

together are more related than elements that are further apart.  Chunking is used in the sidebars of the 

website to combine information about the latest topics, newest groups, new members, and upcoming 

events to make the information easier to process for users.   

Visual Design: 

Through the visual design elements, the website uses the Aesthetic-Usability Effect to increase the 

perception of usability and to improve the user experience.  Color and Highlighting are used to enhance 

the design and aesthetics, reinforce the community branding, and to bring attention to groups of text 

and elements.  Alignment is used to create visual balance by aligning the text boxes and sections in the 

main and sidebar sections of the pages throughout the website.   

 

Development/Technology 

Platform:  I developed the website using the Drupal content management system which is an open 

source tool that is free for public use and I used the Open Social module to install the social network 

features on the website.  Further customization can be added, as necessary. 

Tools:  In the Legislation section, I used the following third-party technology tools: 

 Find Legislators:  I used the "My Reps" form built by DataMade and powered by the Google 

 Civic Information API to allows users to find political representatives based on their address.  

 The Google Civic Information API can also be used directly to customize the information in the 

 form.  (See Figures 9a and 9b in the Appendix.) 
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 Search Legislation:  I embedded and customized the searchbox from the Congress.gov website 

 to allow users to search for legislation.  (See Figure 10 in the Appendix.) 

 Suggest Legislation:  I installed MediaWiki, an open source wiki platform that allows users to 

 collaborate on shared content, to prototype the "Suggest Legislation" section.  I originally 

 planned to use an integrated function on the same Drupal CMS as the website, but this feature 

 was not available.  (See Figures 11a, 11b, and 11c in the Appendix.) 

 

Website Link:  http://politicause.net 

Figure 6:  PolitiCause.net Home Page 10 
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Uses and Gratifications Theory 

 
"In the mass communication process, the uses and gratifications approach puts the function of linking 

need gratifications and media choice clearly on the side of audience members. It suggests that people’s 

needs influence what media they would choose, how they use certain media, and what gratifications the 

media give them. In contrast to traditional media effects theories which focus on 'what media do to 

people' and assume audiences are homogeneous, uses and gratifications approach is more concerned 

with 'what people do with media' (Katz, 1959).” (WikiBooks) 

As explained in Uses and Gratifications theory, the website users will have “the power to discern what 

media they consume,…motivated by their needs and goals” (WikiBooks) to learn more about the political 

process and to connect with others with similar political interests.   

Internet usage has three main categories of gratifications:  

 Content: Uses for the Internet include the need for researching or finding specific 

 information or material, which are gratified with content. 

 Process: Users gain gratification from the experience of purposeful navigating or random 

 browsing of the Internet in its functional process. 

 Social: Uses encompass a wide range of forming and deepening social ties.  

 (Stafford) 

The PolitiCause website satisfies the community members' need for useful content by providing relevant 

political news and information.  The structure of the website allows the users to experience the 

gratification of using a functional process to find information about local  political groups and leaders.  

Users also have the ability to connect, engage, and collaborate with other members to satisfy their need 

to create social and community bonds. 
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Existing Community Websites 

The following political community websites focus on preparing women to run for office rather than 

helping to increase the engagement of voters, but they are complementary sites that can be linked to 

from this website as a political resource. 

She Should Run - https://www.sheshouldrun.org 

- She Should Run is a nonpartisan nonprofit that works to increase the number of women considering a 

run for public office.  

Vote Run Lead - https://www.voterunlead.org 

- Vote Run Lead trains women to run for political office and win. 

 

Constraints/Limitations 

User Constraints - Because the PolitiCause website is an online social network, users who are not 

familiar with or comfortable with online networking might only be able to use the website in a limited 

way or not at all. 

Development Constraints - The complete development of the project might be constrained by the lack 

of availability of technical modules for the Drupal content management system.  If the compatible tools 

are not available, it may be necessary to build something outside of the Drupal system or create a 

prototype of some functions. 
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Conclusion 
 

Summary 

The rising political engagement and enthusiasm of women has created opportunities to continue to 

energize the female electorate. This thesis examined the factors that have contributed to the growth 

and influence of women's political advocacy and explored women's political engagement/activism, 

traditional vs. online activism, and the effectiveness of all-women online networks. 

 

The PolitiCause online network was developed as a virtual crowdsourcing community to capitalize on 

the growth in women's political influence and to provide a shared space for women activists and 

constituents to connect with other members who want to propose and discuss important and timely 

women's issues including domestic violence, reproductive health, and pay equity and to collaborate to 

suggest relevant legislation to political leaders. 

 

Research Results and Reflections 

In envisioning the development of an online political social network, the following research questions 

were explored: 

 1. How does an online political community encourage engagement, idea sharing, and 

 collaboration between members?  

2. How does a social network encourage members to take the initiative to address relevant 

political causes and participate in outreach to politicians?  

3. How can a virtual community improve voter participation across all age, class, and ethnic 

demographics amongst women? 
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An online political community provides a central and convenient platform that encourages engagement 

and collaboration between members who want to come together around a shared cause or concern and 

capitalize on relationship building to inspire political action.  Because activities such as fundraising, voter 

turnout efforts, and information distribution can all occur online, these online political platforms give 

citizens, campaigns, and elected officials numerous opportunities to connect with each other when  

in-person communication is not conveniently available. 

 

Through the use of crowdsourcing and community engagement features, social network members can 

collaborate with others to suggest legislation that addresses political causes and to reach out to political 

leaders to ensure that their ideas are heard.  Women who previously had difficulties trying to connect 

directly with their local elected officials can feel empowered through the connections and assistance 

that are available on a political social network.  Online platforms also give those with less access the 

voice and power to level the playing field and help women activists reach out to less active women by 

encouraging them to speak out about important political issues.    

 

A virtual community brings together women from all age, class, and ethnic demographic groups who 

share interests in the same political causes, but who might not have had other opportunities to cross 

paths, and allows them to connect with others who want to advance political issues both locally and 

nationally.  As we move towards an era of social distancing, it is vital to have alternate methods of 

communicating and interacting with other people in ways that an online social network affords to 

members, particularly in areas such as political engagement and gender equality which rely extensively 

on community collaboration to be successful. 
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Appendix 

 

Website Screenshots 

Figure 7:  Group Home Page 11 
 

 
 



POLITICAUSE.NET: DEVELOPING A VIRTUAL CROWDSOURCING COMMUNITY  
TO INCREASE THE ENGAGEMENT OF WOMEN IN POLITICS  

34 of 41 

 
Figure 8:  Event Page 12 
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Figure 9a:  Find Legislators Page - Enter address to search for local legislators 13 
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Figure 9b:  Find Legislators Page - Search results 14 
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Figure 10:  Find Legislators Page - Search Legislation 15 
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Figure 11a:  Suggest Legislation - Home Page 16 
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Figure 11b:  Suggest Legislation - Create/Edit Legislation Content 17 
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Figure 11c:  Suggest Legislation - View Legislation Revisions 18 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



POLITICAUSE.NET: DEVELOPING A VIRTUAL CROWDSOURCING COMMUNITY  
TO INCREASE THE ENGAGEMENT OF WOMEN IN POLITICS  

41 of 41 

 

Universal Principles of Design Definitions 

The website will use the following Universal Principles of Design techniques: 

Aesthetic-Usability Effect - Aesthetic designs are perceived as easier to use than less-aesthetic designs.  

Alignment - The placement of elements such that edges line up along common rows or columns, or their 

bodies along a common center. 

Chunking - A technique of combining many units of information into a limited number of units or 

chunks, so that the information is easier to process and remember. 

Color - Used in design to attract attention, group elements, indicate meaning, and enhance aesthetics. 

Consistency - The usability of a system is improved when similar parts are expressed in similar ways. 

Form Follows Function - Beauty in design results from purity of function. 

Hierarchy of Needs - In order for a design to be successful, it must meet people’s basic needs before it 

can attempt to satisfy higher-level needs. 

Highlighting - A technique for bringing attention to an area of text or image through the use of boldface, 

italics, underlining, etc.  

Legibility - The visual clarity of text, generally based on the size, typeface, contrast, text block, and 

spacing of the characters used. 

Personas - A technique that employs fictitious users to guide decision making regarding features, 

interactions, and aesthetics. 

Proximity - Elements that are close together are perceived to be more related than elements that are 

farther apart. 

Similarity - Elements that are similar are perceived to be more related than elements that are dissimilar. 

(Lidwell, 2010) 

 


