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The Trust for Civic Life

The Trust for Civic Life is a grantmaking collaborative supporting the community 
efforts that help Americans connect, solve problems together, and feel confident 
in a shared future. Launched in 2024, the collaborative brings together a cross-
ideological team of 23 funders to invest $50 million by 2028 in a new wave 
of local civic opportunities that increase trust, agency, and belonging in rural 
America. Through its grantmaking, the Trust funds both the critical groundwork 
and promising experiments that allow civic participation to take hold in rural 
communities and spread across the country.  

Learning is core to the Trust for Civic Life’s mission. The team regularly shares 
what it is learning from our grantee partners on the ground and findings from  
our ongoing community research efforts.
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When the Trust for Civic Life launched as a new funder collaborative 
two years ago, we set out to find who and what was building trust, 
agency, and belonging in America today. What we learned is that local 
communities in rural regions are an underestimated part of that story. 
In particular, we found that a certain type of place-based group we call 
“Civic Hubs” are critical in building the culture and conditions that 
strengthen civic participation and head off division. These local groups 
have a unique ability to help community members build connection, 
ownership, and shared goals.

From the start, we expected digital civic 
efforts to be a significant part of what we 
funded through our grantmaking. We set 
aside resources specifically for digital-
focused work and went looking for local 
groups that were using technology to 
increase participation, build trust, and help 
communities solve problems together. We 
admit, what we found surprised us.

It was a challenge to find groups that were 
using a community-led approach, serving 
rural and underserved areas, and leveraging 
digital in new ways. In our first round of 
grants, made in June 2024, we could only find 
two grantees that fit that profile: an online 
platform engaging over 90% of Vermont 
residents on hyper-local issues, and an app 
helping farmworkers in central California 
verify their identification, removing a basic 
barrier that had kept many of them from 
participating in community life.

Since then, through our Civic Experiment 
small grants, we have funded eight 
additional creative digital projects including 
a platform that connects neighbors through 
music and a group for Mormon women that 
grew from a single Facebook group into a 
network that helps thousands of women 
across the country build civic skills. These 
projects gave us more to learn from, but 
they also raised more questions. While 
almost every organization in our portfolio 
uses some form of digital tools, we wanted 
to better understand how technology fits 
into the actual infrastructure of civic life, 
not just as an add-on, but as something  
that can either strengthen or undermine 
the work.

To dig into that question, we conducted 
a six-month learning sprint from June to 
December 2025. Our lead researcher drew 
on data from more than 11,000 civic tech 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

https://trustforciviclife.org/grants/#eligibiity
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

What we found confirmed some of what 
we expected and challenged a lot of it. The 
toughest takeaway is that there is no silver 
bullet in digital form. Generative AI, the latest 
public good platform, and niche apps all risk 
irrelevance without the right community 
conditions in place.

What we see driving impact in civic life is 
rarely about a specific digital tool, and instead 
it’s about an approach. The same principles 
that make community-led organizing work 
apply directly to how we should think about 
funding digital: relationships first, locally-led 
decisions over outside-imposed tools, and 
connections built through real participation 
that online platforms can rarely replicate on 
their own.

Digital tools can and do strengthen civic 
participation and community life. But the 
order matters. Funding practical digital 
infrastructure and experimental efforts are 
more impactful when grounded in community-
first principles.

This process pushed us to challenge our 
assumptions about how digital tools and 
emerging technology fit in building local civic 
life, and where funders are often projecting 
their own priorities onto local groups, 
especially in underfunded rural areas. At the 
center of this work are the local Civic Hubs 
that rural communities depend on. These 
findings are shaping how we think about the 
digital tools that support those efforts, and are 
informing where we want to direct our digital 
funding.

projects in the Civic Tech Field Guide database, along with a broader review of the field’s history, 
landscape, and existing resources. We also did 1:1 interviews with 16 organizations across a wide 
range of approaches, from everyday tools like CRMs and video conferencing to vibe coded apps 
for neighborhood engagement. Together, this gave us a much fuller picture of how community 
organizations are actually using technology day-to-day, including where it helps and where it gets 
in the way.

Specifically we explored these three areas: 

What digital tools have 
the most impact for 

community groups and 
local civic efforts, and 

what is causing friction?

When is new tech 
most successful in 
strengthening civic 
life, and when does 
it fail to outperform 

existing tools?

Do online civic 
engagement 

and offline civic 
engagement have 
similar outcomes?

IMPACTvs.FRICTION ONLINEvs.OFFLINEBUILDvs.BUY

https://civictech.guide/
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Why hasn’t 
technology fixed our 
civic participation 
problem?
Over the past two decades, technology rewired how 
Americans communicate, organize, and engage with 
the world around them. You can video call someone 
across the globe, build a movement from your phone, 
and access more information than any generation in 
history. On any given day, 30% of Americans are online 
almost constantly, and teens are on platforms for five 
hours a day on average. Yet Americans are growing 
more lonely and disconnected from each other, not 
less, and trust in institutions is at historic lows. Fewer 
than half of us attend a community event even a few 
times a year, and less than a third volunteer locally or 
show up to a community meeting regularly. Only about 
half of registered voters bother to turn out in midterm 
elections. For all its power to connect and inform, 
technology hasn’t fixed America’s civic participation 
problem. 

Both philanthropic and private sector funders have 
invested heavily trying to change that by backing 
thousands of socially-minded projects and tools 
often referred to as “civic tech” or “digital public 
infrastructure.” As soon as app store downloads 
exploded, funders became fixated on Big Tech’s 

INTRODUCTION

1990 – 2000 

The early web sparked 
the first civic digital 
experiments: municipal 
data projects, e-democracy 
platforms, and campaigns to 
open public data. Tools like 
Craigslist and community 
listservs set the template  
for local online connection. 

2000 – 2010 

Web 2.0 put users in the 
driver’s seat with Wikipedia, 
YouTube, and open APIs. Local 
civic platforms launched, 
open-source code spread ideas 
globally, and blogs plus 
Twitter gave activists and 
journalists new organizing 
power.

2010 – 2020 

Smartphones and tech giants 
reshaped daily life. Civic 
tech attracted hundreds of 
millions in funding, then 
petered out as funders grew 
discouraged by resulting 
impact.

2020 – 2025 

COVID dramatically changed 
in-person interaction and 
virtual tools went mainstream. 
By 2025,the generative AI 
boom created both opportunity 
and uncertainty for public 
interest work.

2026+ 

A post platform future driven 
by wide adoption of AI tools 
that lower the cost and 
barriers for creating niche  
or hyper-local applications.

DIGITAL CIVIC LIFE 
THROUGH THE DECADES

https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2021/03/26/about-three-in-ten-u-s-adults-say-they-are-almost-constantly-online/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2025/12/01/where-most-people-trust-others-and-where-they-dont-around-the-world/
https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2025/12/04/public-trust-in-government-1958-2025/
https://www.americansurveycenter.org/research/disconnected-places-and-spaces/
https://www.americansurveycenter.org/research/disconnected-places-and-spaces/
https://www.americansurveycenter.org/research/disconnected-places-and-spaces/
https://www.americansurveycenter.org/research/disconnected-places-and-spaces/
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INTRODUCTION

unprecedented ability to scale and draw in 
millions of users seemingly overnight.

In the 2010s, hundreds of millions in private 
and philanthropic dollars poured into civic 
tech, such as open government portals. But 
the field started to burn out around 2016 
as funders became discouraged at the lack 
of impact these investments had on civic 
engagement. The army of users never flocked 
in, voter rolls didn’t balloon, and there 
weren’t dramatic differences in people’s 
participation and sentiments. From there, the 
funding for civic tech pivoted and followed 
digital trends, often betting that if it was just 
more convenient for Americans to participate 
from their phones and computers, more of 
them would join in. Today, “AI for social good” 
is what’s booming. A new funder collaborative 
Humanity AI made a $500M pledge to make 
sure that people have a say in AI.

Like all experimental tech, many civic-
centric digital projects have flamed out. 
The disinformation tech domain and civic 
engagement platforms are prime examples 
of funders backing a boom-and-bust cycle of 
well-intentioned tools that are built in a flurry 
of batches in response to a trend, and retired 
after users never showed up to use them. The 
Civic Tech Field Guide, which tracks more than 
11,000 civic tech projects, found 40% of the 
disinformation-fighting projects in its inventory 
went inactive.

There are several reasons why this happens, 
including unsustainable business models, 
appealing to those already civically engaged 
rather than those who are the most 
disconnected, duplicative tools, or failing to 
integrate alongside Big Tech platforms. But 
the top reason a civic tech tool fails to gain 
adoption is that the disengaged American 
never asked for it. 

DIGITAL SPECTRUM 
IDENTIFYING THE GAPS BETWEEN COMMUNITY NEEDS AND FUNDER GOALS

ESTABLISHED TECH

•	 Websites

•	 CRMs

•	 Online surveys

•	 Social channels 

COMMUNITIES TEND 
TO BE ON THIS SIDE

FUNDER ATTENTION TENDS TO 
BE ON THIS SIDE

EMERGENT TECH

•	 AI

•	 Decentralized 
infrastructure

•	 Advanced deliberation 
tools

•	 Influencer operations
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During our interviews, three key takeaways emerged: 

Funders are drawn to emergent tech,  
but local groups need the basics.
There is a notable gap between what funders want to invest in and what local 
communities say they actually need. Many funders we speak with are eager 
to back the newest tech as a way to strengthen prosocial skills, increase voter 
turnout, and bridge divides at scale. But the local groups in our portfolio that 
are most effectively doing those things already are not especially focused or 
reliant on emerging technology as a solution. Most place-based organizations 
use internal-facing digital tools like CRMs or Zoom for basic operations, not as 
a pathway to transform their approach.

Building technology is easier than building community,  
so it is tempting to start there.
AI is making it cheaper and easier to build custom apps, but new tech is rarely 
successful in place-based settings unless it is built for and with the community. 
But building community is hard and complex, and takes much longer than 
vibe coding. When a tool is created separate from an existing community, 
it risks having no relevance and zero adoption. New tools are most likely to 
be adopted when communities shape them and trust with the organization 
developing the tool already exists. 

The most promising digital tools for civic life are the ones 
designed to get people off their screens.
This was the finding that challenged our own assumptions. Digital platforms 
are widely treated as a convenient and smart proxy for in-person connection. 
But the local organizations doing the most effective work with digital tools 
were using them as bridges to in-person interaction, not replacements for it. 

INTRODUCTION

In this learning brief, we share what we heard 
from local groups using digital tools to build 
connection, trust, and community problem-
solving, including both organizations that are 
relying on the basics and those pioneering new 
approaches driving civic participation at the 
local level. 

Funding digital tools doesn’t always have to  
be complicated or expensive to make an impact 
on local civic life. What it has to be is grounded 
in community, responsive to real needs, and 
supported with the kind of flexible, trusting 
investment that lets organizations do their best 
work. 
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IMPACT vs.  FRICTION

We will grow faster if we 
have more financial and tech 
resources, and we will help 
develop more leaders and unlock 
the potential of more men at 
a faster rate. But, if all 
this went away tomorrow – the 
website, the tools, the board, 
all of it – you couldn’t stop 
this movement even if you 
wanted to.

JOHN HORTON, F3 NATION

“
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KEY QUESTION

What digital tools have the most 
impact for community groups 
and local civic efforts, and what 
is causing friction? 

IMPACT vs. FRICTION

TOP FINDING

Established tools do  
most of the work, most  
of the time. 

The digital tools having the most 
impact in local civic life are the 
least exciting and most familiar. 
Despite funder excitement 
around new technology, 
community groups rely heavily 
on basic, proven tools like 
e-newsletters, websites, social 
channels, video conferencing, 
and CRM databases. Meanwhile, 
emerging tech is a rising stressor, 
particularly in rural areas.

It’s 5 a.m. in an empty public park in a Texas town,  
and a man with an ankle bracelet and another wearing 
expensive sweatpants are performing push-ups and 
lifting cinder blocks side by side on the muddy grass. 
They are both there, participating in a punishing 
45-minute workout with ten other men, as part of a 
unique community called F3 Nation. Described by its 
members as “a men’s leadership organization disguised 
as a fitness group,” F3 is the reason over 80,000 men 
across the U.S. roll out of bed before their families are 
awake and their offices open, and they gather in small 
hyper-local groups in neighborhoods all across the 
U.S. and beyond. All F3-ers get assigned nicknames, 
and often show up sporting matching tee-shirts and 
using the same F3 insider lingo. All workouts are free, 
participant-led, and open to anyone willing to sweat. 

While F3 is a national umbrella organization and 
identity, its entire purpose is to empower small, 
decentralized neighborhood and regional chapters, 
organized and sustained entirely by the local 
participants themselves. Leaders will tell you that the 
rampant spread of this ground-up model across 48 
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states and 24 countries has been largely word-of-mouth, 
which has been accelerated by simple, familiar tech like 
Slack, social channels, and e-newsletters. One of its most 
impactful digital tools is a location-based map that helps 
men find workouts near them. Built by an F3 participant 
who donated his expertise and time, it’s technically 
straightforward but has been key in lowering the 
friction of participation by making it easy for men 
to find and connect with their nearest chapter. Each 
month, the map tool gets nearly 12,000 unique visits. In 
short, it’s the right tool for the job. 

THE UNAVOIDABLE TOPIC OF BORING TECH 

Most funders we speak with have strong interest in 
funding emerging technology and finding where place-
based work and exciting, new tech meet. But walk 
into most high-functioning local civic organizations 
and you will rarely find cutting-edge platforms or 
custom-built apps. Instead, you’ll find group texts, 
shared Google drives, a basic website, and a Facebook 
group that someone updates once every few weeks. 
In our interviews, the most commonly cited digital 
infrastructure that supports rural communities is online 
video software like Zoom. In fact, every single group we 
interviewed uses simple digital tools to support their 
highest priority community-building work, with basic 
contact databases right there on the top of the list. 

Consistently, we found that technology itself is not 
doing the relationship work for hyper-local, place-based 
organizations, people are. Digital tools typically cost 
nonprofit groups between 4% and 7% of their budgets 
but are workhorses for managing the operational load, 
freeing up staff and volunteers to focus on the trust-
building and relationship work already happening on 
the ground.

AI OPPORTUNITY MEETS REALITY IN RURAL 
COMMUNITIES 
Just because basic digital tools are most prominent 
does not mean community groups are unaware of the 
proliferation of AI or the abundance of emerging tech 

IMPACT vs. FRICTION

NEW IS NOT ALWAYS BETTER 
Established, familiar tools 

are meeting the needs of 

most local, civic-focused 

groups, a reality that may 

come as a disappointment to 

funders who are excited to 

fund novel, emerging tech 

solutions. 

“DUCT TAPING” IS COMMON 
Organizations in under-

resourced communities 

are often making do with 

outdated platforms or 

staff stretched too thin, 

and they’re “duct taping” 

tech solutions together. 

Sometimes that’s enough, 

but it can also hold 

organizations back during 

key moments of growth.

PLACE-CENTRIC REALITIES 
AI is causing anxiety for 

local community groups, who 

understand the revolution 

in front of them but are 

weighing realities of 

incorporating newer tech 

into areas still adapting  

to the last digital wave.

WHAT WE LEARNED

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/investing-future-cost-use-technology-nonprofit-michael-wilson-phd-nivuc
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options. In the last few months alone, it has become 
even easier and cheaper for a person with limited 
technical skills to create custom-designed software from 
scratch, and we are seeing more of these experiments 
emerge.

But local communities feel caught between an 
opportunity of the moment and the reality of adopting 
new tech in regions still adopting the last digital 
revolution. In rural areas, nearly one in four people lack 
access to broadband. Smartphone ownership in urban 
areas is over 80%, and drops to 65% in rural areas. 
It’s the rule, not the exception, that local groups don’t 
have the bandwidth or staff to experiment with new 
tech. And because of that, there’s widespread concern 
that emerging tech will deepen existing gaps and leave 
communities behind, especially in rural areas.  

WHAT LARGE-SCALE INVESTMENT LOOKS LIKE

Trust for Civic Life grantee Thrive Regional Partnership 
offers a rare window into what becomes possible when 
a locally-led group secures substantial investment 
to scale up core digital infrastructure in an under-
resourced rural region. Working across a 16-county 
footprint in the Chattanooga, Tennessee area, Thrive 
operates in a corner of Appalachia where household 
broadband access and device ownership lag behind the 
national average. Their response has been to build the 
infrastructure that makes informed civic and economic 
participation possible. 

The group launched a geospatial portal that integrates 
data across three states and gives planners, businesses, 
and educators free access to data that was previously 
locked behind expensive consultants. They also created 
broadband mapping tools that show not just where 
internet infrastructure exists, but where people can 
actually afford to use it. Their Appalachian Digital 
Accelerator helped three underserved counties 
build connectivity roadmaps to compete for federal 
broadband funding they would otherwise have lacked 
the capacity to pursue. The group’s Regional Resource 

IMPACT vs. FRICTION

PRACTICAL OVER SHINY 
Don’t overlook the role of 

unglamorous technology. 

Supporting reliable, 

familiar tools often 

delivers greater impact for 

local groups’ ability to 

do their work than funding 

experimental projects.

FLEXIBLE FUNDING  
Flexible, general operating 

support helps local groups 

maintain their core digital 

infrastructure, since 

project-based funding rarely 

covers maintenance or the 

staff time required to keep 

things running.

GET AHEAD OF GROWTH  
Fund basic digital capacity 

of grantees before an 

organization’s growth 

demands it and creates 

stress for the staff. Have 

tech experts that can work 

as consultants to grantees, 

do evaluations of their tech 

and provide guidance.

SET UP FOR AI SUCCESS  
This is a prime time to 

invest in practical AI 

literacy and training, which 

can cost between $500 for 

a 1-hour tutorial to $20K 

for all-day training, for 

communities who are ready to 

experiment.

OPPORTUNITIES  
TO EXPLORE

https://www.fcc.gov/reports-research/reports/broadband-progress-reports/eighth-broadband-progress-report
https://www.fcc.gov/reports-research/reports/broadband-progress-reports/eighth-broadband-progress-report
https://electroiq.com/stats/smartphones-statistics/
https://www.prb.org/news/digital-access-improves-in-appalachia-bridging-rural-urban-divide/
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Hub, built with Georgia Tech and the University of 
Tennessee at Chattanooga, will bring all of it together in 
a single public-facing platform, but will require a total 
investment of $5.1 million over five years. 

MEETING IN THE MIDDLE 

We asked communities what types of digital tools are 
most impactful, and we got an answer that isn’t going 
to satisfy every funder. Groups want support for the 
in-person programs and approaches that are already 
working in communities, and most simply want 
funding for basic digital capacity that supports those 
efforts, like CRMs and channels to communicate. Often, 
the investment required is extremely modest. Even in 
cases where investments and projects were significant 
in scale, established technology is doing the work most 
of the time. 

There is a complex dynamic here: communities need 
and use the basics in rural areas where the technology 
is still catching up, while funders want to fund cutting-
edge innovation as they see the AI revolution in front 
of them. There’s an opportunity to meet local groups 
where they are at, by providing them the core capacity 
they need today and offering basic training and 
education to participate in an AI-powered future.

IMPACT vs. FRICTION
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BUILD vs. BUY

It is so liberating to feel and 
have the experience of building 
what we need in our communal 
life, and building the tech is 
deepening relationships with 
people as both the purpose  
and the process.

JOSH NESBIT, RELATIONAL TECH PROJECT

“
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KEY QUESTION

When is new tech most 
successful in strengthening 
civic life, and when does it fail 
to outperform existing tools? 

TOP FINDING

New tech succeeds if 
a strong community is 
already there to back it. 

AI has made building apps and 
software faster and cheaper 
than ever. Even though the 
average person can now spin 
up impressive, hyper-targeted 
prototypes in a weekend, it 
doesn’t change the fact that 
success requires adoption and 
the ability to maintain it. When 
it comes to place-based efforts, 
the tools that add value and 
get used are the ones where 
the community is involved in 
building, and they’re coming 
from organizations community 
members already know and trust.

Most digital infrastructure is built by someone who 
doesn’t live in your neighborhood, designed for a 
million users who will never meet each other, and 
optimized for engagement metrics that have nothing 
to do with whether or not you actually know your 
neighbors’ names. The Relational Tech Project (RTP) 
is trying something different.

Founded in 2025, RTP describes itself as building 
and supporting builders of “village-scale tools” that 
strengthen relationships in neighborhoods. The key 
distinction is that RTP is not building a platform, 
which is often what people think of when they hear 
“civic tech.” The nonprofit wants to shift from building 
for communities to building with them, so that a 
community member’s vision is translated directly into 
code by someone who lives among them.

The tools themselves are deliberately small and 
specific. In the co-founder’s own neighborhood, the 
first thing his “neighbor hub” produced was a street 
cleaning reminder service so people stopped getting 
parking tickets. Then came an online block party 

BUILD vs. BUY
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planner. Then, after a friend mentioned leftover party 
supplies sitting in his garage, they built a neighborhood 
supplies sharing site in a single evening. These were 
tools shaped by the actual needs and culture of a specific 
place, built by one or two people who live among them, 
for about a hundred neighbors who co-create and 
rely on them. As co-founder Josh Nesbit puts it: “An 
alternative to platforms is to support the deep weirdness 
and awesomeness in communities.”

In partnership with Connective Tissue, RTP is helping 
relational tech practices take hold in neighborhoods 
across the U.S. RTP is in private beta with 50 local 
builders, with a goal to support local relational 
technologists building in 100 neighborhoods in 2026. We 
are also seeing similar efforts through projects like Folk 
Tech.

AI ACCESS MAKES INTENTIONALITY CRITICAL 

Artificial intelligence is rapidly changing who can create 
digital tools, making it possible for people without 
formal technical training to design and test solutions to 
problems they experience directly. AI-powered coding 
platforms have suddenly turned the users into potential 
tech developers. 

This creates a few downsides, and we can expect to 
see a monsoon of low-value tools in search of users. 
For example, a new AI-generated legislation tracker 
app pops up on the Civic Tech Field Guide almost daily 
now. But AI also poses an extraordinary opportunity 
for local communities. Global digital platforms aren’t 
built to target “niche” scenarios that matter to many 
communities, including rural ones. Local areas are 
underserved by the big platforms, and unlikely to see 
their culture or local processes represented on them. 
It will become increasingly simple for community 
members to create their own low-cost tech solutions, 
rather than spending significant funding to work with a 
highly skilled technical collaborator to create it for them. 
With technical barriers coming down, a community-first 
approach is increasingly important. We found that when 

BUILD vs. BUY

BUILD COMMUNITY FIRST  
It’s harder to build 

community than tech tools, 

but it’s the foundation 

required for the tools to 

succeed.

ADOPTION ISSUES  
Civic tech has often 

struggled for adoption 

against mainstream consumer 

tech, in large part because 

the desired user base never 

asked for the tool.

CLOSER TO THE CONTEXT 
Community members will use 

and trust tools that are 

created in response to the 

needs and desires they’ve 

helped identify, and reflect 

deep understanding of local 

context.

WHAT WE LEARNED

https://connectivetissue.substack.com/p/building-tech-thats-relational-place
https://folktechnology.org/
https://folktechnology.org/
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BUILD vs. BUY

COMMUNITY-LED TECH 
Resources should favor 

applications or projects 

that are community-led and 

specific to local culture. 

A useful question to ask 

grantees: did your community 

ask for this, or did you 

decide they needed it? 

BUILT WITH, NOT FOR 
Resist the urge to fund a 

tool and find communities to 

use it. Fund projects where 

the community is invited to 

input and even co-create the 

tools.

SUPPORT INTENTIONAL  

DESIGN PROCESSES  
Intentionally designed 

digital tools that support 

community participation and 

decision-making are worth 

investing in, if they emerge 

from within the community 

context rather than being 

imposed from outside.

a tool is built first, then goes in search of a community 
to use it, that tool was almost always destined to fail in 
local communities, especially rural areas. Every group 
interviewed noted how difficult it is to build trust in 
communities and establish participation; this is the 
fundamental, brick-by-brick work that consumes their 
time. There is no shortcut, and technology isn’t proving 
to be any different. Trust is built when a community 
recognizes itself in the effort, and feels included and 
empowered in both the creation and the use. 

COMMUNITY-FIRST TECHNOLOGY COMES OUT AHEAD

Documentation is a tool required to participate fully in 
public life and our democracy. It is how you enroll your 
child in school, apply for housing, vote, and navigate 
the systems required for economic opportunity. For 
millions of low-wage farmworkers, the tools to manage 
that documentation share their data with third parties 
without their knowledge or consent.

Launched in 2025, Unmio is a consent-based platform 
built by Entidad, a social impact startup founded by 
immigrants and children of farmworkers. The platform 
has two sides. Community members can carry a 
reusable portable digital ID, store and share documents, 
and communicate directly with organizations in English 
or Spanish. On the other side, the nonprofits who work 
with farmworkers can access everything in one place: 
case management, event registration, surveys, identity 
verification, and outreach. Entidad spent four months 
researching farmworker needs and found workers were 
eager digital users who simply lacked tools that were 
built for their realities and unique challenges, and that 
they trusted. 

Unmio is Entidad’s newest effort, but not its first. The 
same team helped the UFW Foundation run over 500 
community events that put $15 million in resources 
into the hands of 40,000 families during COVID-19. 
Later, their technology helped distribute $80 million 
in federal relief to over 120,000 farmworkers across 
the country. They also built Preparese, a platform 

OPPORTUNITIES  
TO EXPLORE
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that lets farmworker organizations securely reuse 
verified information across multiple services. With 
this foundation in place, Entidad is introducing 
Farm Worker Digital Services through Unmio, giving 
agricultural workers direct access to real-time wage data 
to compare their pay against government benchmarks 
and local rates. Entidad built these solutions for a hyper-
specific group of users, rather than a solution looking 
for users. 

DO PEOPLE ACTUALLY WANT THIS?

We wanted to know what conditions make new civic 
tech tools successful and why, and what consistently 
makes them struggle to gain adoption. We’ve observed 
many cases where new tech failed to gain traction, in 
large part because the tools were built first and without 
a bought-in community. 

However, there are groups building new civic tech well 
and thoughtfully that we can learn from if we want to 
fund emergent tech. In our own grantmaking, we want 
to actively avoid funding tech that is merely a “solution 
looking for users” or chasing novelty. Technology should 
chase changes in community needs, not the other way 
around. The moment an organization starts shaping its 
community engagement around what a platform can 
do, rather than what the community actually needs, it 
has already lost the thread. The question is never “how 
do we get people to use this?” but “does this address a 
problem people actually want solved?”

The most successful examples of new technology in civic 
life share one thing in common: the need originated 
from the community and they wanted it. When an 
organization takes that signal seriously and builds or 
adapts a tool in direct response to it, adoption follows 
naturally. When a tool arrives from the outside and tries 
to convince a community it has a problem it didn’t know 
it had, it is most likely doomed from the start.

BUILD vs. BUY
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ONLINE vs. OFFLINE

The foundation is not the tech. 
The tech is the enabler. The 
foundation is the practices, 
the policies, the culture that 
we’ve built up and help support 
and reinforce in communities.

JASON VAN DRIESCHE, FRONT PORCH FORUM

“
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ONLINE vs. OFFLINE

KEY QUESTION

Do online civic engagement  
and offline civic engagement 
have similar outcomes?
 

TOP FINDING

Online tools work best as 
bridges, not substitutes, 
for in-person connection. 

Digital tools are most effective in 
enhancing civic life when they 
support in-person connection. 
Nearly every community 
organization viewed digital 
tools as bridges to in-person 
interaction, not substitutes. 
The most successful uses of 
technology helped people find 
one another, coordinate logistics, 
and stay connected between  
real-world gatherings.

On a weeknight in a living room in Utah, a dozen 
women pull out their laptops and log on to Zoom. 
There’s a discussion guide on the coffee table, a list of 
questions to work through, and a movie queued up on 
the host’s screen. This is “Movie Night” with Mormon 
Women for Ethical Government (MWEG), and it’s just 
one way the group is linking women of faith together to 
become more civically engaged in their communities.

Since its founding in 2017 by a small group of Utah 
women, MWEG has grown into a national organization 
with nearly 10,000 members across all 50 states. It 
started as a Facebook group for friends and, within 
weeks, grew into a space for thousands of Mormon 
women to learn about civic issues and become “peace 
makers” in their homes, churches, and communities. 

MWEG has hosted hundreds of in-person and virtual 
events promoting peace and civility in politics, 
including weekly Zoom sessions, book groups, op-
ed writing labs, and issue-specific programming. 
All members also get access to “MWEG Central,” the 
organization’s own ad-free, algorithm-free platform, 
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ONLINE vs. OFFLINE

which is the group’s deliberate alternative to social 
media feeds. Over the years, MWEG members have 
sent more than 45,000 letters to legislators, published 
hundreds of op-eds, and helped champion for new 
laws.

“The goal is to support a community to be together in 
person. Everything we’re doing online is not trying to 
replace that, but to be supportive of that,” Emma Petty 
Addams, Co-Executive Director of MWEG, told us.

‘PUT DOWN THE PHONE AND GO OUTSIDE’

Place-based organizations consistently echo MWEG’s 
sentiment. The most successful programs run by 
community organizations are experiential ones. 
Online tools create a natural bridge to in-person 
interactions and collective action in real-life settings.

One standout example is Front Porch Forum (FPF), a 
social network built for one place: Vermont. Every town 
in the state has its own forum, and everyone uses their 
real name. There is no algorithm, no endless scroll, and 
posts are reviewed by human moderators before they go 
live. On any given day, Vermonters use FPF to find a lost 
cat, debate a school budget, coordinate cleanup crews, 
or just find things to do over the weekend.

The approach resonates. Nearly 250,000 Vermonters 
are members, in a state with only 270,000 households. 
More people use FPF than Facebook or any other social 
platform in Vermont. In 2025, FPF was recognized as 
“an integral part of civic life for many Vermonters” in 
the Vermont Civic Health Index and cited as part of 
an “architecture of hope” for more pro-social online 
communities. “It’s the glue that holds our community 
together,” one member said of the network.

The forum is not just keeping people online, it’s moving 
them offline and into their communities. Over 90% 
of members report increased civic engagement after 
joining, half say they discussed a local issue with a 
neighbor in-person as a result of a post, and two-thirds 

THE EXIT IS THE POINT 
The best civic tools are 

designed to send people back 

into their communities, not 

keep them on a screen.

IN-PERSON CANNOT  

BE AUTOMATED 
Local face-to-face 

engagement builds the trust, 

participation, and problem-

solving that no platform can 

replicate.

DESIGNED FOR COMMUNITY, 

NOT FOR SCALE  
Civic tools work best when 

they prioritize deepening 

local relationships, over 

optimizing for growth. 

IT DOESN’T HAVE TO BE 

COMPLICATED 
The most effective civic 

tech helped people find each 

other, coordinate logistics, 

and stay connected between 

gatherings.

WHAT WE LEARNED
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ONLINE vs. OFFLINE

said they attended a local event or public meeting 
because of something they read on the forum. 

“Unlike big tech social media, which is trying to pull you 
in and hold you in for 24/7, we really just want you for 
five or 10 minutes a day,” FPF Founder Michael Wood-
Lewis said. “And then please put the phone down and  
go outside and talk to your neighbors.”

FUND THE BRIDGE,  

NOT THE PLATFORM  
Technology should reduce 

barriers to participation, 

not replace offline 

community interactions.

MISSION BEFORE FEATURES 
A tool without a community-

led mission is likely 

optimizing for engagement, 

not impact.

INVEST IN PEER LEARNING, 

NOT JUST PROGRAMS 
Fund the convenings and 

shared playbooks that let 

organizations build on what 

is working across the field.

PEOPLE FIRST,  

TECHNOLOGY SECOND 
Digital tools work best 

when they support existing 

community momentum, not 

when they are expected to 

generate it.

OPPORTUNITIES  
TO EXPLORE

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/how-a-social-network-is-bringing-people-together-in-increasingly-divisive-times
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/how-a-social-network-is-bringing-people-together-in-increasingly-divisive-times
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AREAS  of  EXPLORATION

TOP INSIGHTS

KEY QUESTIONS

NOTABLE INSIGHTS

OPPORTUNITIES FOR GRANTMAKING

What digital tools 
have the most impact 
for community groups 
and local civic efforts, 
and what is causing 

friction?

Established tools do  
most of the work, most  

of the time.

New tech succeeds if  
a strong community  

is there to back it.

Online tools work best  
as bridges, not substitutes, 
for in-person connection. 

When is new tech 
most successful in 
strengthening civic 
life, and when does 
it fail to outperform 

existing tools?

Do online civic 
engagement 

and offline civic 
engagement have 
similar outcomes?

IMPACTvs.FRICTION ONLINEvs.OFFLINEBUILDvs.BUY

AI is making it cheaper 
and easier to build bespoke 
applications, making it tempting 
to introduce new tech. 

Building community is 
harder and takes longer than 
developing a new digital tool.

New tech adds the most value 
when built for and with 
community.

In-person local engagement 
is effective at building trust, 
participation and problem 
solving, and cannot be 
automated.

Online engagement is not a 
replacement for in-person 
connection.

The most successful uses of tech 
helped people find one another, 
coordinate logistics, and stay 
connected between place-based 
gatherings.

Most local groups rely on 
“unglamorous” digital tools to 
support and scale programs and 
efforts that are already effective.

Moments of growth trigger 
urgent technology needs; 
groups with core digital capacity 
navigate transitions easier.

Place-based groups are not often 
utilizing AI and emergent tech, 
but communities increasingly 
worry they will be left behind.

Invest in new digital solutions 
if they are community-led and 
locally relevant.

Resist the urge to fund a tool 
first, and find communities to 
use it.

Prioritize digital tools that 
connect people to in-person, 
local events and opportunities. 

Fund online solutions that 
complement a local group’s 
offline efforts and give people a 
sense of agency and ownership.

Offer flexible funding to cover 
existing tech tools that are low 
cost and quick to implement.

Ensure groups have core digital 
capacity before experiencing 
predictable growing pains.
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Takeaways for
our grantmaking
 
The Trust for Civic Life is using the insights from this learning sprint to  
inform our grantmaking in local groups that leverage technology to build 
trust, belonging, agency, and the capacity for people to act together  
in their communities. 

TAKEAWAYS

In spring 2026, we selected a pilot digital 
grantee portfolio with our Civic Experiment 
small grants funding. We made new grants 
to eight organizations that are taking a 
community-first approach to technology, and 
will use that funding for online efforts that 
lead to greater offline engagement. 

FOCUSING OUR DIGITAL GRANTS

To support local civic life, we know we need 
to invest in some basic digital capacity. Often 
the digital tools groups want are familiar and 
unglamorous, like a CRM or a social media 
channel. When we offer flexible, general 
operating support, it lets local organizations 
pick the tools they actually need to do the 
community-building work they do best.

We are also on the lookout for hybrid efforts, 
where the online tools are bridging real-life 
interactions within a community. In-person 
cannot be automated or replicated, but digital 
can help facilitate offline interactions.
When it comes to new tech, we want to pause 

before we fund the build. The most important 
question we’re asking in our grantmaking 
isn’t if the project is innovative. It’s whether 
the community asked for it and are already 
mobilized to adopt it. Technology that emerges 
from a real, community-identified need gets 
used. Tech built without a specific community 
in mind is a red flag. We’re looking for 
organizations that consult their communities 
before they create anything, and ask whether 
the tool advances local participation and 
problem-solving or simply gives people 
something to consume.

TIMING AND WHAT’S COMING

To the Trust for Civic Life, much of this 
learning comes down to adjusting expectations 
around digital tools for civic engagement. 
With a few exceptions, we should consider 
tech platforms and community usage on a 
5-10 year lifespan. Rather than seeking out a 
perfect solution or a digital game-changer, we 
want to develop an ongoing practice of making 
well-informed, reasonable investments and 
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TAKEAWAYS

nimbly adjust as the broader tech environment 
changes around us at least every decade. 
Supporting adaptability, learning, and future 
transitions is more realistic and more aligned 
with how communities endure.

There are predictable moments in an 
organization’s growth when a technology 
investment can have outsized returns: when a 
group is moving from informal to structured, 
when demand is outpacing capacity, or when 
a community is ready to connect with others 
doing similar work. The Trust is learning to 
recognize these moments and provide funding 
at the right times. 

It’s also important to name the moment we’re 
in. Generative AI is creating real anxiety in 
some rural communities and excitement for 
others, as it opens up extraordinary access and 
puts highly customized tech in reach for those 
with very limited budgets. The communities 
that stand to benefit most from the AI 
revolution are often those that don’t have the 
foundation or support to use these tools to 
their full potential. Funders can play a role in 
closing that gap, whether by funding digital 
literacy, supporting peer learning networks, or 
simply asking grantees what they’re ready to 
do and what they need. 

Main focus is on building community 
in person rather than setting up IT 
systems.

Groups turn to any consumer tech 
they already have access to.

Current digital tools aren’t 
keeping up with growth in staff, 
engagement, and programs.

Groups often adopt first CRM  
and CMS, and tools to communicate 
more widely.

RECOGNIZING GROWTH MOMENTS
MANY LOCALLY-LED ORGANIZATIONS MOVE THROUGH PREDICTABLE STAGES OF 
DIGITAL NEED. THESE TRANSITION MOMENTS ARE PLACES WHERE NEW FUNDING  
CAN MAKE A DIFFERENCE.

Improving digital infrastructure 
to optimize processes and introduce 
new capabilities.
 

Groups look to centralize and 
integrate a patchwork of digital 
solutions.

Growth in partnerships and audience 
and scaling efforts wider is 
complicating operations.

Groups look to migrate to better 
and more advanced solutions.

Strong processes and solid digital 
foundation supports group’s 
success. 

Groups are asking “what’s next?” 
and ready to experiment with new, 
emerging options.

EMERGENT

BURSTING

STREAMLINING

SCALING

VENTURING



T
R
U
S
T
 
F
O
R
 
C
I
V
I
C
 
L
I
F
E
 
\
 
2
0
2
6
 
D
I
G
I
T
A
L
 
L
E
A
R
N
I
N
G
 
B
R
I
E
F

26

THE QUESTIONS WE’RE ASKING

To select our latest Digital Civic Experiments grants, we used these questions as a guide:  

  FOR PLACE-BASED, COMMUNITY-ROOTED WORK

•	 Is this organization stalling because they 
lack access to basic, reliable digital tools?

•	 Would a modest investment in core 
infrastructure free up staff capacity for the 
community-building work and relationship, 
building that they do best?

•	 Is this organization at a moment in its 
growth where a targeted technology 
investment could have outsized impact?

TAKEAWAYS

There is no single way to support digital civic life. But there is a wrong orientation, and 
it’s the one the field has defaulted to for years: funding new and novel technology first 
and hoping the community follows. Through talking with leaders on the ground, they’ve 
confirmed the most effective digital civic infrastructure grows out of community. As a 
place-based grantmaker, we want to understand which kind of tools communities are 
asking for, and invest accordingly.

One of our grantees from Freq, which connects people in their communities through a 
music fan platform, sums up the opportunity well: “We need to make sure that these tools 
are relevant to the people we’re building it for and, most importantly, with.”

  FOR NEW TECHNOLOGY DEVELOPMENT

•	 Did the community identify this need,  
or did the organization decide what  
the community needed?

•	 Does this act as a bridge to offline 
engagement in communities?

•	 Will this tool allow people to participate 
and problem-solve together, or just access 
content as consumers or bystanders?

•	 Is there a plan for maintenance and 
sustainability after the build is funded?
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